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a design practice that operates
realistically within these systems.

I lay the groundwork for

erasure, the ethics of compliance, and actions of dissent,

Inscribed within concerns of government infrastructure,

ic practices and the implications they have on our lives.

thesis, I attempt to better understand various bureaucrat-

to a migratory and investigatory journey. Through this

and debriefs that details the work that I made in response

theoreticians in the field, Paperwork is a set of documents

riched with perspectives gathered in conversation with

that I maneuvered around to get to Rhode Island, and en-

Inspired by the various borders (both real and imagined)

and nationality have on the people that live by them.

government surveillance, and global systems of citizenship

It is about the impact that practices of identification,

This thesis is about the politics of identity and belonging.
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Miniature sculpted/carved fish; brought to
Providence from my home in Gurgaon, India.

to take forward to wherever I go next.

to Providence, and some collected during my time here,

identity. Some were collected over the years and brought

passport ever will be. Here are some of the objects of my

that are unique to you. They are who you are, more than a

and encounters with the individual. Actions and encounters

and value of each object is shaped through the actions

that object might live in the world elsewhere, the meaning

It can be whatever you want it to be. Although replicas of

could be to a physical space, a country, a time, a person.

dow into a textured history. This object-based connection

son. The object becomes an anchor for an identity, a win-

shared, repaired, and revealing. They change with the per-

Objects are imbued with memories. They are tactile, worn,
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On Identity
“Welcome home, Sir.”
Security Guard positioned after the
Immigration Hall at JFK Airport
on the 23rd of August, 2019.

Paperwork

013

On Identity

Doc [1/5]

014

Dear reader,
Let me begin by contextualizing
the circumstances within which this thesis is being written. I’m sitting at
my desk, situated in the bedroom of my apartment in Providence, Rhode
Island, in the first half of 2021. It has been approximately a year since
the first cases of the novel Coronavirus were detected in America, and
though it would be easy to reflect on how my circumstances haven’t
changed all that much in the past year (I believe last year at about this
time I was sitting at the same desk, trying to write a compendium to this
thesis1; having frantically moved out of our studio space and into the
safety of our homes), it would be extremely misleading—for the events
of the past year have changed the course of my life (much like millions
of others), shaped my perspective and understanding of my field, and
completely altered my goals and aspirations going forward.
So that’s me, right now. What
about you? Are you reading this on a train? At a coffee shop? Are you
sprawled out, mask-less, soaking in the sun? Or perhaps you’re at your
desk, in your study. Is the pandemic over? Has humanity come out on
the other side? Forgive my incessant badgering about a post Covid
world—I cannot help but wonder how we did. Did the systems we put
in place work? Did we fall apart? Did the pandemic divide us? Or did it
bring us together? I have so many questions for you, and through this
thesis, I hope to help you understand where my inquiry comes from—
and perhaps, if you take this journey with me, you’ll find it pertinent to
find me—wherever in the world I might now be—just for a chat.
Before I dive into the content of
this book (or set of documents), I think it’s important for me to make
a list of important dates that map my life so far, and also provide a
framework to understand many of the self-referential statements that I
will then go on to make later in the book.

(previous page)
Ever since I filled out the DS-11
form—to apply for a new
US passport—I have been
experimenting with the visuals on the form. The pattern
language of forms begins to
get engraved in one’s mind
after spending a considerable
amount of time filling them.
1. I have included an excerpt
from my compendium later
in this essay.
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On August 4, 1994,
I was born in Gainesville, Florida. 8 months later,
I flew to India with my parents—well before my
first birthday; and was subsequently brought up
and educated in New Delhi, India.
On March 21, 2000,
My (first) American Passport expired. My parents
applied for an Indian Passport for me—which was
granted to me even though the Indian Government
does not recognize dual citizenship.
On March 21, 2005,
I applied for and received my second Indian passport,
after the previous one expired.
On March 21, 2010,
I applied for and received my third Indian passport,
after the previous one expired.
On July 28, 2019,
I applied for an F-1 student visa, at the American
Embassy in New Delhi, to travel to the US and
pursue an MFA at Rhode Island School of Design.
On July 29, 2019,
On intuition, I called the Embassy and explained the
above mentioned sequence of events.
On August 1, 2019,
I was told that I am an American citizen, and that I
had been illegally holding Indian citizenship for the
past 7 years.
On August 4, 2019,
I got my Passport cancelled, and surrendered my
Indian citizenship. It was also my 25th birthday.
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Approximately two weeks later, I
packed up as much of my life as I could fit into a suitcase and left India,
my home, never to return as a citizen ever again. I ‘returned home’ to
the United States of America—for only the second time ever2—and as I
walked past Immigration in the ‘US Passport Holders’ line at JFK, a
very tired-looking airport employee didn’t even bother to look up at me
as he murmured, “welcome home, sir”.
The move was a life changing one
on many fronts—my work began to look at nationality, identity, and
belonging; stemming from one broad question—what does it mean to be
told that one is no longer an Indian citizen? Have I ever associated my
identity with an official document? Why have I always taken my citizenship for granted? I began to understand that the reason I found all of this
so hard to comprehend is quite simply the immense privilege that I have
always enjoyed. I have never had to think twice about nationality or
official paperwork unless it was for a holiday—and that, in essence, is
where a majority of my work stems from. I have attempted to answer
the questions I listed above through the course of my time here at RISD
so far, but the truth is that I am nowhere close to finding the answers.
Exactly a year ago today, I was sitting at the same desk, writing and
editing my thesis compendium. Here is an excerpt from the beginning
of that document:
As I currently sit here at my desk writing (notably, at 5 in the
morning in early April 2020, I have no clue what day of the week it
is, and refuse to put in any effort to find out). I am at an interesting
(read: incredibly odd) period of time in my life. I feel like I have
lived through an entire year in the past couple of months—I went
from a tremendous ‘high’ point—working towards an MFA here
at risd—to perhaps one of the most terrifying, frustrating, and
depressing low points—the repercussions and realities of the
Covid-19 pandemic that we are currently attempting to navigate
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our way through. As of now, my mind stands divided between two
opposing desires: the desire to continue my education in design,
and achieve what I came here to accomplish; and the innate need
to rest my mind as I try to reconcile with current events and the
circumstances we all find ourselves dealing with today. The global
pandemic that has swept into our lives is an unprecedented
calamity that is highlighting so much of what I have been circling
over with my work for the past five years—issues of citizenship and
belonging, the severe disparity within different classes of society,
governments working selfishly and tirelessly for themselves and to
satisfy their own vested interests, and finally, the media’s inability
to remain unbiased and free of any prior allegiances—and yet I
have found it challenging, to say the least, to find the motivation to
continue building my practice during these trying times.
To understand all of this, however, I must explain a little bit of where I come from; and that is where I
would like to begin. I was born into a family of academics and politicians3. Even though neither of my parents were ever inclined to get into
politics, my family has a very rich history of producing politicians and
leaders that have had great impact on the Indian political climate at
various intersections. I grew up with this information festering in the
back of my mind somewhere, and therefore began to develop curiosity
towards political frameworks, methods of representation, notions of
power and control, and the role of the State in all of the above. In my
first year of high school, I came across an eminent Indian political
satirist called RK Laxman. Laxman was a cartoonist and a thinker—an
icon in the Indian art world. His now famous character ‘the common
man’ was first published in 1951, in The Times of India4, and continued
to appear in the newspaper’s comic section every day for the next 64
years right up until the artist’s tragic death. He highlighted issues that
ranged from the treatment of minorities and their rights, to the Govern-

Paperwork

2. I travelled to America as
a tourist, using my Indian
passport, in 2005.
3. My great grand-uncle on
my mother’s side of the
family, Subhas Chandra Bose,
was an Indian nationalist and
one of the most prominent
leaders of the Indian freedom
struggle. Many members of
my family have since gone
into politics, representing the
Bose name and attempting to
uphold his tremendous legacy.
4. Times of India is an Indian
English-language daily newspaper that is currently the
largest selling English-daily
in the world.
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ment’s handling of taxpayer money, and was never afraid to pick a fight
through his often scathing representations of powerful people. Laxman
was the first artist I absolutely idolized. I lived and breathed his work, and
began to see how politics doesn’t need to be limited to policy and the seedy
underbelly of bribes, goons, and false promises falling on deaf ears. Here,
for the first time, I saw a satirical representation of a serious thought—a
simplification, if you will. A complex ideology broken down into small
bite size pieces that even the most uninformed reader could somehow
comprehend easily. My interest in art and representation only grew from
there—I studied art in high school, and eventually started a four year
undergrad in Communication Design in a college5 in Bangalore, in the
south of India.
Design school initially threw me
straight in the deep end—we studied everything from iconic painters to
modern designers in a couple of years, while simultaneously attempting
to keep up with and perfect various industry standard skill-based lessons.
I wanted to explore the world and make beautiful things. So I did. For a
while. Until I began to realize that the weight of the borderline dystopian
present that I found myself in was too much to ignore. I was thinking
about too many things, but at the same time I was making things about
nothing. Then the Indian elections of 2014 took place, the new Government came in, and my world, along with the fate of an entire Nation,
changed almost overnight. The current ruling political party in India (the
Bharatiya Janta Party, or BJP), won the Indian elections in 2014, which
then prompted the next 7 years (and counting) of tyranny, racism, and
what can only be described as shockingly inhumane policies resulting in
a nation that has now devolved into an intolerant, violent state, that is
now (more than ever before) an unsafe space6 for a large part of its own
population. As much as I was always deeply affected by the terrible
incidents and happenings that went on in my country, I only started to
include these ideas and thoughts into my art practice slowly after the
shift in the government. My thesis (or degree) project that served as the
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(facing page)
Cold Dark Matter, Cornelia
Parker, 1991.
5. I studied at the Srishti
Institute of Art, Design and
Technology.
6. As I write this, India is
suffering through the worst
few months of the Covid 19
pandemic, with the central
government’s inaction adding
fuel to the flames. Modi’s
unwavering insistence on
political rallies and Hindu
festivals to carry on even
under the circumstances has
left a majority of the population with nowhere to go, and
nobody to turn to.
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culmination of my undergraduate degree, was my first large scale foray
into making work that served as a statement—work that had a voice,
and spoke volumes without me ever having to say a word to explain
myself or the reasons behind my making the work.
I came across two installations
that changed the way that I looked at my own practice—Cornelia
Parker’s Cold Dark Matter; and Damian Ortega’s Cosmic Thing.
Parker’s installation showed me that there is beauty, and an enormous
amount to learn, from something that might be seemingly destroyed.
She used dynamite to blow-up a tool shed, subsequently re-arranging
the exploded pieces to make this now-iconic piece. Ortega’s piece
shows a disassembled Volkswagen Beetle, suspended from wires in
mid-air in the manner of a mechanic’s instruction manual. The piece
is meant to give the viewer a different perspective of the incredibly
popular car which was first developed in Nazi Germany, and later
produced en masse in Mexico. Through his work, Ortega discusses how
regional culture affects commodity consumption. He began his career as
small-time political cartoonist (much like Laxman, one of my initial
influences) and his art has the intellectual rigor and sense of playfulness
that I then confirmed that I had been craving for my own practice. Being
exposed to these two incredibly inspiring pieces, I conceptualized and
later brought to life my first installation that I titled Reinforcement7.
The installation explored the government’s complete control of a majority of the Indian population using various news channels. I have since
incorporated a lot of political opinions and statements into my work—
more recently through projects that look to archive present day events
via various methods of recording contemporary history.
I worked for a very wide range of
clients between 2016 and 2019—I had just entered the job market after
my undergraduate degree, and I was still very much shaping my graphic
design practice at the time. At this point of time I realized that in order
to sustain the kind of pseudo-political practice I was beginning to
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embark on, I would have to make sure that I also developed a ‘commercial’ graphic design practice alongside it. I was fortunate enough to get
to work under an incredible mentor in Prasun Mazumdar8 for three
years—during which I worked towards building my portfolio as a brand
identity designer. I worked on branding projects for a couple of schools,
an interior decoration firm, a few corporate advisory firms; made illustrated patterns to be printed on fridges for Samsung; and eventually got to
work as part of a small team of designers that worked on projects for
Unesco’s Delhi office9. Though I had drifted away from what I had
initially considered to be the main focus of my practice—using graphic
design to amplify voices, narrate incidents, and make sure pertinent
information doesn’t get lost in time by documenting the world we live
in—I found something that I seemed to be naturally comfortable with.
Brand identity design thus became a pillar in my practice that will
always serve as a potential source of income to fund the other side of
my practice that may not always be financially viable independently.
Working on projects pertaining to various social issues for Unesco
helped me find my way back to my initial goals, and eventually, to
apply to some MFA programs that seemed like they would be ideal
to help me take my practice forward.
I spent a bulk of the second half
of 2018 and the first half of 2019 on my applications. As I mentioned at
the beginning of this winding essay, I then spent July and August running
between banks, embassies and passport offices—in a roller coaster of
fast-changing developments that suddenly, within the blink of an eye,
saw me ‘become an American’, and fly halfway across the world and
step into a new life.

021

7. Refer to Document 3
for details.
8. Prasun Mazumdar is an
illustrator, sculptor, graphic designer, and critical thinker. He
runs Prasun Mazumdar Design,
a small firm in Gurgaon, India,
that specializes in brand identity, publication and illustration,
amongst other things.
9. We worked on projects
ranging from publication to
event design.
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Here’s my simple 20 step guide to becoming an American:
[1] Get accepted into the course you want.
[2] Get the scholarship you need.
[3] Successfully navigate the State Bank of India to loan out the rest of the money.
[4] Apply for a student visa.
[5] Get rejected on the grounds that you are already a citizen of America.
[6] Freak out.
[7] Apply for a new American passport.
[8] Surrender your Indian passport, and give up Indian Citizenship.
[9] Laugh about step 8, until you suddenly realize it’s kind of real and pretty weird.
[10] Realize that your loan is no longer valid as you are no longer an Indian citizen.
[11] Apply for a Federal loan from the American Government.
[12] Aquire an Exit Permit to get out of the India.
[13] Pack your entire life into a suitcase.
[14] Freak out.
[15] Successfully acquire the student loan that you applied for through FAFSA.
[16] Fly to the US.
[17] Settle down in a new house with a roommate you met on a Facebook group.
[18] Begin with your first course at the program you got into.
[19] Freak out.
[20] Congratulations! You are now an American!(?)
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After the initial shock of having
made this enormous series of decisions began to wear off, I gradually
managed to begin to apply myself to my work. I had to battle with a
truck-load of self doubt for the first few months—what am I doing here?
Do I belong here? Have I made a gigantic wrong decision that will
eventually come back to bite me? The only reason I managed to (sort of)
successfully navigate my way through that period of time was to make
work about it. Most of my work at RISD so far has been to further my
own understanding of the concepts and areas I’d like to tackle with my
work. These questions were born out of a genuine need for answers—
they address concepts and concerns that are crucial to me—both in terms
of my art and design practice, and otherwise. What does it mean for
someone to belong to a nation state? What politics play a part in the
concept of belonging? I find myself constantly questioning the relationship between the notion of belonging—a concept so deeply rooted in
emotional experiences with people and other customs and practices—and
power. Where (and why) do power dynamics play such a large role in a
person’s identity? A question that eventually led to my researching the
relationship between design and power. Daniel Van Der Velden and Vinca
Kruk (Metahaven)10 are two designers that have had an incredible impact
on my design journey so far. Speaking about their brand identity work
for Sealand11, documented in their now iconic “Uncorporate Identity”,
Daniel said, “Design can create usefulness and reach ubiquity through
network effects—it thus very actively constitutes the world and in that
sense it is very powerful. Individual designers don’t necessarily have
power. But they have agency and they can choose what it is they want to
do, with whom to work with and form alliances. Not just in terms of
defending their political views but also their rights. Designers can do
things that have an effect on power.”12 Reading about their work and
watching the interviews in which they talk about their outlook changed
the way that I was looking at my practice. I began to be extremely aware
of the consequences of every move—and the way in which this can
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10. Metahaven is a research
and design studio founded by
Vinca Kruk and Daniel van der
Velden based in Amsterdam.
Metahaven's work—both
commissioned and selfdirected—reflects political
and social issues in collaboratively produced graphic
design objects and media.
11. The Principality of Sealand
is a micronation that claims
HM Fort Roughs, an offshore
platform in the North Sea
approximately 12 kilometers
off the coast of Suffolk, as its
territory.
12. Der, Velden Daniel van,
and Vinca Kruk. Metahaven:
Uncorporate Identity. Lars
Müller, 2009.
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potentially affect power dynamics. It isnʼt easy to be aware of every
gesture that one makes; but that becomes the ultimate challenge in any
experience involving design. It is a challenge I have learnt a lot about
during my time here, and one that I hope to continue to work towards
when I leave.
With that, I am very excited to
invite you in. My thesis is a set of documents that I have put together to
summarize, document, and make meaning of the time I have spent in
Providence, and the events that led to my being here. There are five
documents and two debriefs, accompanied by some supporting documents to help you along the way. Much like any process that involves
collecting documents, I’ve struggled to source and edit all the necessary
(read:required and/or mandated) parts of this collection and have them
all represented in a concise manner—but I have done the best I can.
I invite you to rummage through my Paperwork.

[This page intentionally left blank.]

Doc [1/5]

026

Atlas
One of the first few projects that I worked on during my time
here at RISD was Atlas—a collaborative project that culminated in a publication that had sixteen-page contributions
from each of the twelve of us in class. The aim of the project
was to answer the two questions “who am I?” and “where am I?”.

These seemed like almost impossibly perfect questions for
me to attempt to answer at the time. My eight spreads were
Arrival Terminal, JFK Airport,
2019
(facing page)
I used photographs of
signage that I had taken while
journeying to Providence in an
attempt to take a step back
and analyze the events of the
previous few months; I also
use photographs of the home
that I had just left behind,
juxtapozed with images of
RISD and my new home here in
Providence that I had taken in
my first week here.

about my journey to Providence, and the various ridiculous
steps and obstacles I faced on the way.
Having gone through the events that transpired in the month
leading up to our first semester, I knew almost immediately
that Atlas was the perfect opportunity to begin my research
and to make work about the systems that I had just navigated. Suddenly deciding to move halfway across the world is
very obviously disorienting in multiple ways, but dealing with
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the complications of citizenship, nationality and paperwork
added a significant amount of new challenges to the process
—some of which I got to unfold and understand through the
course of the project.
When I applied for an American passport at the US embassy
in New Delhi, the process went very smoothly except for one
small task that they had for me—since I had not renewed my

A photograph my father sent
me while we scrambled to find
two images of me to account
for each year I had spent away
from the United States—from
the age of 1 to 24, as requested
by the American Embassy in
New Delhi, India.

passport for twenty five years; and since I apparently didn’t

(facing page)
Detail from one of my
spreads in the book. I scanned
documents that I had been
handling during my application
process and used them to
create various digital collages.

tially meant my entire life), to show them a progression of

resemble the photograph that is on my first passport closely
enough (I was six months old at the time). I was subsequently
asked to provide them with two photographs of myself for
every year that I had lived ouside of America (which essenhow I grew up through the years and came to look the way
that I do now. While I did find the task rather amusing at first,
the process was pretty frantic and the looming thought of an
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embassy employee going over my photographs and somehow not being convinced took over. I tried to document this
experience along with many other confusing and cumbersome incidents that happened along the way and narrate my
journey through my spreads.
Atlas was an incredibly important—and also essentially the
first—moment in my time here that helped define my area of
research and focus for the next couple of years. Prior to the
project, I was particularly nervous about the self direction involved in the MFA process—even though I signed up for it
almost specifically for this reason. Atlas was the moment I realized that I can make work about what I am thinking about
or going through at any given moment, which was really the
understanding that set me up to do the rest of the work that
I did in this program. The collaborative process in deciding
on the cover, size, production, index, contents, etc. was also
the first time that we all came together as a cohort, and the
smooth integration of ideas and collective decision making
really set the stage for us to become the cohort we are now,
at the tail end of the program. The cover, contents, colophon,
and the index were designed by fellow MFA candidates Sophia
(facing page)
I used my old Indian passport
as the first page of my section
of the book, and my new
American one as the last page
as a symbolic gesture of the
journey that I tried to show in
my spreads.
(next pages)
I used all the photographs,
documents, and videos that I
had taken in the few months
leading up to the fall semester
at RISD—mostly covering the
various steps that I had to take
on my way.

Brinkgerd, Lai Xu, and Ryan Diaz.
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What Do You Mean
I’m Not Indian
What Do You Mean I'm Not Indian is a website I coded in March
2020, that answers the question “What makes you Indian?” in
the most exhaustive manner possible. It is an insight into my
life in India, and also a way for me to reminisce about, and feel
connected to the people I love and around whom I feel at home.
The introduction of concepts like virtual citizenship, that allow
(wealthy) people to buy citizenship in various countries, makes
me think about the whole system of borders and citizenship as
a construct. Hannah Arendt called citizenship “the right to have
rights.” How is it that a piece of paper can determine where I
do or do not have rights? How do these invisible lines that divide
the earth have the power to keep me from the comfort of my
family in the midst of a global pandemic? These questions, and
the reality of finding myself in the position that I was in, was
not a backdrop that was conducive to school work. To be entirely
honest, I had (and to some extent continue to have) no motivation to continue working on projects while navigating through
all of this—and yet I had a lot of time on my hands. Time that I
was spending sitting around and thinking—often about how
unfair the world is, and how I couldn’t believe I did not even have
the choice to return home—and so, I slowly slid like a gelatinous
amoeboid of some sort, from my bed to my work-table, opened
(facing page)
The landing page of the
website offers an exhaustive
list of all the reasons I believe
I am Indian. The viewer can
then select any of the points,
to see images appear behind
the text to support the point
that was clicked.

the notes application on my phone, and started writing. “I am
Indian because..” I wrote, almost as a prompt to myself, and
then went on to compile an exhaustive list of all of the reasons
that I could think of—ranging from the fact that I have Indian
parents, to my ability to maneuver my car around cattle that
appear in the middle of a busy highway in India out of thin air.
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I slowly understood the similarity in this mode of inquiry to
my Museum of Belonging questionnaire (refer to Document
2)—I was asking myself (in a detailed manner), what makes
me Indian? What I realized quickly is that I am so helplessly angry at the situation and all the logistical realities that I wake
up to everyday, that the only way I could even begin to come

to terms with it is by laughing at myself—and perhaps having
some other people join me in this laughter.
The website is an insight into my life back in India—an invitation to get to know me, and understand where I come from,
I remember many
hitchiked journeys accross
the country during my
time in Bangalore, while
I was in undergrad.
(facing page)
My school played perhaps
the most important role
in cementing my Indian
identity. There I met some
of my closest friends who I
continue to learn from and
grow alongside even today.

why I make the work I do, and join me in questioning notions of
belonging as they relate to nationality. The website is a list
of my many attachments to the country—viewers can click
on any of the listed points, revealing a set of images related
to the point that was clicked. It is an invitation to know me
a little bit better, and an attempt to reclaim my identity as
an Indian.

Paperwork

Keventors is a restaurant in
Darjeeling, in India. It is famous
for its lavish all day breakfasts.
I first went there with my
parents as a child, and have
since visited multiple times,
almost exclusively for the food.

Lays has flavour ranges that
are particular to the country
that they are in—and their
Magic Masala flavour is unique
to India. It’s a staple at any
party or gathering one goes to,
almost anywhere, in any corner
of the country.

Most (north) Indian people
can boast of a minimum of 5
holidays spent between the
hillstations of Nainital and
Shimla, and the desert cities of
Agra and Jaipur. My parents and
I spent many long weekends in
the hills—as pictured here, in
Nainital with my father.

Travelling on an Air India flight
is like a right of passage in the
country. It tests the limits of
inefficiency, terrible service,
and the least leg-room any
airline has ever offered its
passengers. Sitting in a middle
seat on one of their planes
makes it almost unbearable.
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I am, I want
I am, I want is a project from Kelsey Elder’s Experience design
course in my final semester at RISD. We were told to conduct
a short workshop in class, with the objective of unifying or
‘syncing’ the students. I explored a range of ideas, originally
stemming from an interest in national anthems from all over
the world. A semester prior to this I had had a very interesting conversation with fellow graphic design MFA candidate
Ryan Diaz, in which we discussed national anthems—he was
interested in the performance-heavy aspect of anthems, while
I spoke about patriotism and why I just don’t get it. We ended
the conversation deciding that we should eventually work
on a project that involves our varied interests in national anthems—though we never did get around to it.
While ideating for the ‘sync’ assignment, I initially decided
that I would ask those participating to write down a line from
their national anthem in the chat, and have everybody send the
responses in together, when they were all done. This would
create an anthem of sorts, for the class, and also hoped to
highlight the similarity in the language used in most national

Identity is defined as the fact of being who or what a person or thing is. In my understanding and experience, my identity has always been affected by the labels within
which I have been defined by the world around me. My parents are from India, which
gives me a broad ‘Indian identity’ to begin with—however, being born in the US, and
living in a variety of places through the course of my life so far has greatly blurred the
identity lines for me, leading to my current art practice that is a constant search for
and exploration of the formation of one’s identity and how it’s an ever-changing and
rather impressionable concept.
I was recently asked to define what I see myself as in this country - am I a resident
(since I acquired citizenship)? A visitor? An immigrant? Something else? And more
importantly, what is it that I want from this country? There are approximately 50
million immigrants in this country right now, and I would like to address the lack of
an existing platform to have their voices heard—not to mention the lack of a platform
for even citizens, and essentially anybody below a certain social and financial category
in society.
For this exercise, I would like for you to fill in the blanks in the
following statement:
...
In America, I am _______________________ (eg:a resident,an immigrant, or
literally anything else that comes to mind), and what I want from this country is ____
_____________________________________.
[name/identifier]
...

anthems all over the world. Gradually, this idea began to morph.
While discussing the idea with a few other members of my
cohort, I stumbled upon an interesting question—what is the
‘correct’ terminology to describe an international student in
America? Do they fall under the category of immigrants? Is
there a different, specific word or phrase that is meant to be
(facing page)
The Google doc that I used
to inform the participants
about their role, and also
to collect and colate the
information they entered.

used? And further, more importantly, what do they see themselves as? Are they outsiders? Do they feel like they belong
here after having spent anywhere from a year to four or five
years in this country?

Please copy and paste the statement, fill the blanks with your responses, remove the
first eg. bracket, and enter your name/identifier in the bracket below. Please do this
on your own computer screens (notepad, notes etc), and be ready to read out your responses at the end of the exercise. When you are done with your response, please note
your name down in the ‘order’ list below, to determine the order in which we will read
our statements out.
You will have 3 minutes to write out your responses, and then we will spend the final
minute reading them out as a collective statement.
Your responses will be collectively designed into an identity document for this class,
and presented next week.
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Notes from the discussion:
You phrased it I am and I want, but when the question mentioned
America, my answer just changed like that *snaps*.
Your initial examples kind of framed my initial approach to this, and I’m not sure if
that was intended? But it definitely affects the way I looked at it and then eventually
the way I answered, I guess.
It’s nice that there is still hope in America. Something to look forward to, maybe? I
don't know.
Hearing some of the answers made me think of my parents, who wanted to come
here, and how America can be so different for all of us.
I was thinking ‘what am I to America? Or is it how America perceives me? Not sure
if I can dictate that.
Act of the order in the reading - I was very aware of the names before and after
mine, and how our answers might or might not relate to each other.
Thinking about our own positions and our own backgrounds and how that frames
the way we look at America.

Based on this new line of inquiry, I remodeled the workshop

It’s very jarring to hear one person saying they have hope for this country, while for
me I don’t see that at all.

the face of it). I began thinking about the people that consti-

I had planned, and instead made it much simpler (at least on
tute a country—just how many international students there
might be at any given point in the United States—and how

The fact that I’m not geographically there, definitely changed the way I feel about it
and the way I answered the question.
I particularly like that the second question revealed our varied expectations of the
country that we all live in.
In America there are Americans, and then there are people who are less Americans
than other Americans, and then there are people whose parents aren’t American but
they are American.
We’re using America to relate to ourselves, through this prompt. So in a way this is
an inclusive act.
One key is how the experience of what we just engaged in together affects the way
we think about it and respond to each other. To me this was a wonderful way of doing this - even though we didn’t sync, talking about the relationship that we have to
concepts of nationality and citizenship and openly engaging with each other in this
forum is so valuable.

much of a voice they have when it comes to the government
and other bodies that treat them as outsiders. Every individA screenshot of my zoom
screen during the short
workshop—when I asked
everybody to turn their
cameras off and take a
moment to think about
their answers.
(facing page)
Notes from the class
discussion that ensued
at the end of the activity
I had planned for them.

ual that comes to this country to study, comes with a purpose—and more often than not, they are greatly beneficial
to America. I wanted to give the members of the experience
design class an opportunity to express their desires and to
empower them by asking them to label themselves, using
whatever descriptors they wished for themselves.

(following page)
The scroll I made using
the responses that I got
from the participants of
the workshop.
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Preamble
Preamble is a text-face that I started working on this year. The
text-face is loosely based on the handwritten Preamble to the
Constitution of India—using elements from various letters
that display particularly interesting quirks.
My interest in the Preamble was definitely now new—I have
been questioning what is written in it perhaps ever since we
were first introduced to the Constitution in the seventh grade
at the age of thirteen. It consists of a list of very bold statements about the country—calling India a sovereign, socialist,
secular and democratic republic. While I did take this wording
at face value to begin with, I have gradually come to the understanding that the Preamble is a dream. An utopian dream
of what the writers of the Constitution wanted the country
to be—which has unfortunately gone in the wrong direction
since. The following is an excerpt from what was essentially a

should have the right to express themselves, and freedom of

rant about the Constitution that I wrote about a year ago.

speech, because they understood that the people did not. The

The Constitution of India doesn’t tell you what India is.

What it should be. What it will be.

Constitution of India is a dream. It is what this country can be.

Because in practice, India is medieval, feudal, deeply divided
across caste and communal lines, and ruled not by laws but
by patriarchal power structures. Everyday India has very lit(facing page)
A section of the original
handwritten Preamble.
I took inspiration from
the letterforms in this
document to inform the
decisions made while
working on the typeface.
(next pages)
The next two spreads
show the most recent
draft of the typeface.

tle to do with the India described by our Constitution. What
the document really is, is a statement of intent. It describes the
India that we want to be. It lays down the rules of an India
that existed in the dreams of the country’s founding mothers
and fathers. It says all Indians should be equal in the eyes of
the law because they knew that that was not the case then. It
says that religion should play no role in the decisions made by
the Government because they knew it often did. It says people

Making the Preamble textface is an attempt to reclaim the
message of the idyllic society described in the original document. It is also my first foray into type design, and a project
that will potentially take a while for me to complete satisfactorily. I have recently been in conversation with Avishek
Ganguly—my tertiary advisor and an acclaimed professor at
RISD—to work on a project to make the Indian Constitution
more accessible to the public at large, and have recently been
considering the possibility of using this developing font as
the project comes to life.
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I'm Okay
I’m Okay is a set of glyphs that I made in Fall 2019, during my
first semester at RISD, as a small part of the larger framework of the Providence Public Library Special Collections
project (described in detail in Document 5). I chose a book
titled Cryptomenysis Patefacta—one of the earliest guides
on cryptography and coding, written by John Falconer in the
17th century, as a guide for the then Monarch of England to
better understand cryptography and spy craft. We were to
take inspiration from the book we chose, to come up with a
range of projects of varied lengths and substance.
During one of the feedback sessions, Nora Khan asked me to
consider the use of codes in the world as we know it today. Do
we use codes today? If we do, then how? I took a few days to
consider this line of thinking—there is the more obvious use
of coding in espionage even today, I was sure. But there must
be so much more than that. There is codified communication
in sports, when the coach will create a coded system to pass
messages to players on the pitch without the opposition being
able to decode the strategy. I also remembered creating small
temporary codified systems in school, to communicate with
friends while in a classroom setup. This gradually moved to the
understanding that all language is essentially code—though
if a majority of people around you speak the language too,
then one doesn’t get to keep the secrets for which the code
is invented. In America, I often find myself talking to other
(facing page)
The interactive unfolding of
the true meanings behind
the “I'm okay” glyphs that
appear in the text.

Indians in Hindi or Bengali, to keep others around us out of
the conversation. We often find ourselves doing this instinctively while traveling in Ubers or forms of public transport, to
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keep the driver and other passengers from following our con-

distance seemed comfortable enough to both my parents

versation. Having pursued this line of thinking, I finally arrived

and me. While other mothers would be calling their children

at what would eventually become the focus of this project—

(my classmates) multiple times a day, my parents would

conversations with the ones we hold closest to us, when we

check in on me a couple of times a week at maximum, and

cannot be around them physically.

we often went through a week or ten days without talking
too. All of this changed drastically when I left home for a sec-

Digital mockups showing
two more examples of the
text message/glyph sets
that I made for this project.

I have always shared an extremely close relationship with

ond time, to move to America in 2019. It was a change that

both my parents. When I first left home in 2012, I moved to

was very evident on both ends—I was certainly receiving

Bangalore, in the south of India, from New Delhi in the north.

much more frequent calls and check-ins from my parents, but

There was, however, no shift in time zones, and since I was

additionally, I was calling and speaking to them daily—some-

just a short two and a half hour flight away, I think the

thing that would have sounded crazy to me just a few months
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earlier. The communication was often brief—just a hello—to
make sure everything was fine halfway across the world; but of
course it would occasionally stretch to being a much more substantial conversation. I was particularly interested in those short
conversations. There was a pattern to them that I slowly began
to recognize. My mother would write, asking how I’m doing—
to which I would almost automatically promptly respond “I’m
okay!” This ‘okay’ was always heavily laden with a whole bunch
of things that I would rather say, but would constantly choose
not to, just to keep my parents from worrying about something
they have no control over. I knew, before I even spoke to anyone
else, that I must not be the only person who did this. I asked five
members of the RISD community to tell me about a specific instance in which they had hidden something they were feeling
behind an “I’m okay.”
I constructed a set of glyphs that are meant to replace the letter
‘O’ in the “I’m Okay”s that we typed. Each glyph had an assigned
meaning, born out of an exchange that I—or one of the people
that contributed—had had with our mothers in the preceding
months. I made phone-sized foldable artifacts to articulate this
concept—initially using the WhatsApp chat format, having replaced the ‘O’ in ‘Okay’ with the appropriate glyph. On opening
the fold in the crafted artifact, the viewer would then reveal the
text that the glyph represents—“I’m not feeling too well today but
I’m choosing not to tell you because I know you have a lot on your
mind and I don’t want you to stress over something you can’t do
anything about.”—as an example. I was particularly interested
in how graphic design can be used as a tool to communicate in
(facing page)
The final glyph set created
to represent the hidden
meanings behind “I'm okay”
text messages.

situations where one might find it difficult to express their true
feelings about the topic at hand.
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On Identification
“ Identity is a vexing word, I know. It is racial
or sexual or national or religious or all those
things at once. It is often said to be in crisis.
Now and then it can be mistaken, or even
stolen. Sometimes it is proudly acclaimed,
other times it is hidden or denied.”
Laila Lalami
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(previous page)
A woman waits outside
an immigration courtroom,
Joe Raedle, 2020.
A replica of the Statue of
Liberty is displayed on the
front porch of a house in
Intipucá, El Salvador. Its
residents once lived in
the United States. Anita
Pouchard Serra, 2017.

I lived a considerable part of my
life without ever actively thinking about my national identity. What is it,
really? I have always been extremely comfortable in my own skin—not
to say that I don’t see myself as flawed, but I am not at war with myself
in any way. I have never felt the need to question the categories or the
communities that I’m associated with—either by birth or by choice. My
parents are both from the state of West Bengal in India, and though I’ve
never lived there, I relate to and engage with my Bengali heritage and
identity on most days. However, I am aware that not being concerned
about one’s identity, or even the perception of it, definitely comes from
a place of immense privilege. I have never really had to contend with
the difficulties of being defined by a forced identity because I was born
into an educated and responsible family who made sure that I grew up
with the best education and socioeconomic status that they could afford
for me. Nor, as it happened by chance, did I ever overtly carry any of
the identities that in India invite instant aggression or denigration.1 As a
result, I don’t think I ever even stopped to think about what it meant to
be Indian. I grew up amongst a crowd of people that mostly look, speak,
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and (to some extent) think like I do. We navigated our formative years
in school together by affirming each other’s ways of living and developing our identities almost collectively.
I can vaguely recall the first time
I went for an interview for an American visa. In the summer of 2005, I
travelled to America with my parents on a tourist visa that was stamped
on my Indian passport. A few months prior to this holiday, my parents
had taken me to the American Embassy in New Delhi for the interview.
For the most part, this interview was a formality. I was a ten year old at
the time, and (presumably) didn’t raise any red flags during the course
of my application; and so of course, as expected, passed with flying
colors. My parents (specifically my father, who often teased and joked
with me about a variety of things) had greatly misrepresented what that
interview was to be. I was told that there might be a ‘surprise general
knowledge test’ during the interview, and that I should know basic facts
about America in order to pass successfully.2 They were of course just
fooling with me but I was too naive to understand this, and so when the
interviewer asked me to tell them where I was planning to go and why,
I remember having to hold back a panic attack to present her with my
bravest and most confident self.
“DISNEY. FOR MICKEY MOUSE.”
I said with utmost conviction, and quickly glanced over at my father to
make sure I was doing alright. He nodded and signaled me with his eyes
to focus on the interviewer. The interviewer smiled at me as she typed
away on her computer, and then told us that we could go. I was jumping
with excitement as we walked out of the Embassy.
“Did I do it? Can we go?”
“Yes, you did great.”
“Why didn’t they ask any more questions? This was easy!”
“She saw how good you are and made her
decision quickly!”
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1. Whether it’s discrimination
based on religion, cast, or
financial status, almost every
minority community in India
faces some form of systemic
segregation in their lives.
2. I can’t help but note here
my horror at finding out that
the present day process for a
non-citizen to become a citizen of the United States does,
in fact, include a civics and
general knowledge test that
one must successfully pass in
order to stand a chance.
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This wasn’t my first interaction with an immigration official (though it
was the first, and definitely the easiest that I can recall), and it certainly
wouldn’t be my last. Approximately fifteen years later I found myself
back at the same Embassy, waiting in the designated area—still quite
nervous, but for a multitude of other reasons this time around.
In 2005, we spent a good part
of two months travelling up and down the east coast of America, as my
parents (who have collectively spent more than fifteen years of their
lives in the States) showed me their favourite places to visit and introduced me to more new people and cultures than I could ever have
conjured up in my head. My father always gets starry eyed when he
talks about America. My mother is more attached to England, because
of the time she spent there. I grew up knowing that I would one day
travel far away from them, and begin to build my own narrative and
understanding of these places that have been so vital in shaping my
parents’ lives. So I guess it would be fair to say that I have always had
a sense of curiosity when it comes to foreign lands. I just couldn’t ever
have predicted the way in which they barged into my life at the age of
twenty-five. If you have diligently read everything I have written in my
thesis thus far, then you already know what is to come. However, if you
haven’t, the quickest and perhaps simplest version of the story is that
suddenly at twenty-five I found out that I had been illegally holding
dual citizenship for most of my life; I had to give up my Indian citizenship and surrender my passport; and that I finally flew to America for
only the second time in my life (the first since the 2005 visit), and was
welcomed ‘home’ to America when I entered the country, apparently a
proud American citizen.3 There was no visa interview this time. There
was hardly any immigration process, in fact. I got off the sixteen hour
flight and entered JKF airport, and smoothly went through immigration
channels without having to interact with anyone at all. I scanned my
(crisp, new) American passport in a digital scanner, and walked out
into the New York sun.
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Ousman Pa Manneh, originally
from Gambia, models clothing
by Ikiré Jones in Rome. “No
matter how beautifully we
are dressed,” he said, “we are
considered a threat.”
3. See list on page 9 for a more
detailed version.
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It would be very careless not to
acknowledge the advancments in technology that have made this passage
through immigration possible—in 2005, even American citizens would
have to walk up to an immigration desk and contend with an officer and
answer their questions. However, there is something oddly fitting about
the idea that holding this American passport in my hand instantly made
my life undoubtedly easier.4 I have friends here in Providence who are
constantly attempting to navigate the tedious visa processes that allow
international students to earn money, who curse me for never having to
do the same. Recently a friend from London called to say that I should
keep a two week slot in June free to go see him “somewhere in Europe
or something, depending on the virus.”
“Tell me where, no? I can try planning ahead.”
“Why do you need to plan ahead? Use
your bloody US passport and just show
up! They won’t stop you, they’ll be at
your feet begging for dollars.”
This is in addition to the constant “Look at what your people are doing
now!” texts that I receive literally every day from various friends (and
most recently from my father), usually accompanied by a news article or
a Youtube link that highlights yet another American person saying or
doing something controversial or naive. I enjoy every moment of it, and
cannot ever see myself reacting in any other way to these moments.
However, I can’t help but analyze them from an academic standpoint
while writing an essay about the passport.
Why passports? I’m often asked.
Do you want to imagine a world without passports?
Do you really want to remove them?
Do you have an idea of something better that could replace them?
Do you want to change the fonts inside a passport, change the
details it offers, or do away with them altogether?
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All valid questions, of course. I
struggled with them for a while, often having to resort to changing the
subject of discussion for my inability to provide an answer that is more
nuanced than “because it fascinates me,” accompanied by a shrug of the
shoulders. As my interest in the very concept of the passport increased,
I began to read and research more about the subject, and finally, a whole
year and a half into my thesis, finally felt like I was able to articulate my
interest in this tiny booklet and its politics. These questions set me on a
course of research, chasing which, in a long and winding manner, has
resulted in this thesis. Before I dive deeper, however, I’d like to discuss
the history and birth of the passport (as briefly as I can).
There are multiple examples of
letters and documents that could arguably be called the ‘first passports’.
From descriptions of a letter that requested safe passage in foreign lands
in the Hebrew Bible (450 BC) to King Henry V of England (early fifteenth century) who is credited with inventing a booklet-type-artefact
that would prove the carrier’s good standing 5 with the King, the need
for documentary proof of identity is definitely not a new one. The term
itself is etymologically rooted in a medieval document that was required
to be produced while passing through a gate (or ‘porte’)6, often whilst
entering a city’s walls. Prior to and during the First World War, European
governments introduced border passport requirements for obvious
security reasons, and the first broad standardization of the passport was
formalized at the Paris Conference on Passports and Customs Formalities and Through Tickets, held by the League of Nations in 1920. This
conference produced general guidelines that all attending nation states
were to abide by, and decided on a general booklet design7. Post the
Second World War, countries decided to keep the system in place; and
the rest is history. The penultimate move in passport standardization
happened as recently as 1980, with the formation of the International
Civil Aviation Organization. So, in essence (and in an attempt to sum
this up), passports are contracts or agreements that are signed by an
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4. Having had to plan any
travel well in advance and
go through lengthy and
complicated visa application
processes all my life, the idea
of essentially being able to
walk in to more than half the
countries in the world was
something I had definitely
thought about before.
5. Monarchs would often
entrust their people with wax
stamped scrolls that were a
sign that the person carrying
it must be protected by the
kingdom they are visiting,
but also taking responsibility
for any inactions or damage
caused by the carrier.
6. French word for ‘door’.
7. Though there were some
elements that were standardized like the minimum basic
information that was required
to be in the booklet, amongst
other such commonalities,
countries were still given
some amount of liberty in
size, color, etc. That, however,
changed in 1980.
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internationally recognized nation state, that entrust to the holder the
sanctioned protection of their nation of origin while in transit across
borders. It also entrusts the state that the holder is travelling to with the
responsibility of protecting the traveler, albeit under the regulations of
that state. It is a document that claims responsibility for the holder’s
actions, and asks the state being visited to extend the same trust that
they repose in their own citizens to this traveler.
I believe that that is enough of
a history lesson for now; and I thank you for staying with me thus far
through my adventures with the passport! Frankly, I still find it quite
astonishing that the concept of the passport as we know it today is only
about a hundred years old—and yet, almost nobody who travels across
borders can imagine a world without them. My interest in the booklet
is about the politics produced by the material existence of passports
historically, as well as the politics that drives their graphic reality. So,
when I say ‘the design of the passport,’ I mean two things.8 The first is
the aesthetic, visual, and physical design of the booklet. The fonts that
are used in it, the images that are chosen and where they are placed, the
material that the cover is made of and other such details.The second,
and definitely the one that holds my interest in the object, is the design
of the system within which the passport is recognized and wields its
power—and the consequences that this power produces. In the same way
as money is made up of pieces of paper that we assign value to so that
they can function within a particular system, passports are tiny booklets
that have a value assigned to them—the only difference being that here
the value that is assigned is usually an individual’s identity and thereby
then controls (amongst other things), their mobility in the world.
In 2011, Khaled Jarrar started his
project entitled The State of Palestine in a valient attempt to both unsettle
and ultimately highlight the complicated relations between land borders,
authority, and the passport as an object. He designed and carried around
a visa stamp for what would be an imaginary state of Palestine for some
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(facing page/top)
A portrait of Yasmeen, a
writer and blogger from Gaza
currently living in the United
Kingdom, and a handwritten
letter addressed to the artist,
Thana Faroq. In the letter,
Yasmeen describes her
experience of seeking shelter
in Europe.
(facing page/bottom)
A portrait of Claudia Rivera,
left, and a hand-written
diagram of her family tree.
The names in red indicate
family members who live in
the United States, and those in
blue live in El Salvador. Rivera,
a doctor, once lived in the
U.S., too. She and her family
immigrated there in 1983 to
escape the civil war. After
many years, she decided to
return to El Salvador.
8. Mahmoud Keshavarz’s
book The Design Politics of
the Passport: Materiality,
Immobility, and Dissent played
an incredibly important role
in helping me articulate this.
I was asked to read this book
by my Advisor, James Goggin,
in December of last year.
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hostile detractors, while being an anticipated one for Palestinians—and
visited bus stations all across the West Bank asking travellers if he could
stamp their passports with his Palestinian visa stamp. We are all used to
getting our passports stamped upon entering or exiting a legally recognized nation state, but Jarrar’s raical actions of marking passports with
his stamp was a challenge9 to the system, and his way of performing an
unbounded (or shifting) border. We recall (from earlier on in this essay)
that the term ‘passport’ itself is etymologically rooted in a medieval
document that was required to be presented while passing through a
gate (or porte) whilst entering a city’s walls. He reminds us, through
this gesture, that passports are not simply products or object signifiers
of a system—they play a vital role in the determination and constitution
of border politics, and holders of passports possess the power to assert
themselves through it. Power relations both produce and are produced
by passports. There are an endless number of repercussions on society
and the world as we know it in a system within which the passport holds
ultimate value. One of the main anomalies in my initial understanding of
this system was that the passport is meant to be an identification document. However, I then began to see that it serves more as an identity
creator than an object that proves one’s identity. It is, in fact, a device of
identity creation.
India boasts of a population of
approximately 1.37 billion people. Of its vast population, just about 4
percent possess passports. Though it has proven difficult to trace the
number of passport applications that are denied on average each year,
4 percent is essentially in the realm of being a drop in the ocean. What
this effectively means is that this object that is at the heart of the infrastructure by which we can safely and comfortably travel across borders
and explore opportunities outside of the confines of our own nation
states, the passport (or lack thereof) should be defined as a device that
limits mobility, rather than facilitates it. Why are passport and citizenship systems getting more and more complicated every year? The
standard argument here is that due to the many advancements in tech-
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nology that we see everyday, security systems need to constantly be
reinvented in order to keep up with those who might misuse and wrong
the system. However, once again, what is lost in this logic is the immense
impact that these changes have on the vast majority of the people that it
is meant to be serving. The answer to the question ‘why’ is actually very
easy to break down— those in higher socioeconomic positions always
require people below them to constantly reaffirm their place in society.
They wouldn’t have a place in ‘high society’ if there was no low society
to place them against. Therefore, some ambitious intentions and global
aspirations must be kept in check in order for others to continue to
maintain power—if everybody in India was freely allowed to chase the
conventional goal of the ‘western dream’ (which of course has its own
problems), then the country would begin to lose huge chunks of its vast
low-income rural population10 that those in power rule over. And of
course, the very same people in power have the responsibility to make
and add rules to the system. So, under the guise of developing a thorough and impenetrable system, elite members of society can continue to
make sure that their status and position are never under fire, while the
people that they are meant to serve stay in their place—and yet, we celebrate these additions and technological advances as if we are progressing towards a ‘better’ future. James C. Scott sums it up perfectly in
Seeing Like a State, when he says that, “The aspiration to such uniformity and order alerts us to the fact that modern statecraft is largely a
project of internal colonization, often glossed, as it is in its imperial
rhetoric, as a ‘civilizing mission.’”
I spent some time with a friend of
mine called Khoder earlier this year—a Syrian man who has now lived
in India for the past eight years, after fleeing his country during the war.
Our discussion was certainly not limited to passports, but I couldn’t help
but ask him about his experience with identity documentation during his
travels and travails. I could only imagine that the passport might have
played a vital role in his life so far.
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9. He has spoken about the
lasting impact of this project
in many interviews—about
how different passport authorities have reacted to seeing his stamp in somebody’s
passport. The reactions range
from tearing the page off
and casually carrying on, to
detaining the individual and
suspending their passport.
10. Interestingly (but not surprisingly, sadly) a large portion
of this low-income group of
the population are lured out
of the country by business
owners looking to exploit
their cheap labour. There are
unfortunately thousands of
known cases of employers
holding the employee’s hostage using their passport—
without the passport, the
laborers are just foreigners
in a land where they do not
speak the language, with
no money or avenue to go
home—and so they are forced
to comply to the demands
being made of them.
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“It’s really interesting, you know. The
amount of importance that we assign to
(the) passport while growing up. Everyone wants to leave. And how do you leave?
With a passport. Or you leave (the country) without one (illegally), and hope that
another country will give you (a) passport.”
“Really? From when you were children?”
“From when I can remember, yes. We
learnt pretty fast that (having a) Syrian
passport is more of a burden11 than a ticket
to anywhere. I actually like it when people
don’t know what Syria is. It’s better for
me in those situations.”
We spoke for hours about his fraught relationship with citizenships of
Syria and India. He described how his gang of friends, the ones he grew
up with, have now scattered all over the world (mostly in Europe), and
managed to fulfill their dreams of acquiring a passport from a country in
the West. Most of them are so humbled by the idea that they have been
accepted by a western nation state that they then end up dedicating the
rest of their lives to becoming culturally and socially aligned with the
country in question—
“Some of my friends, they got citizenship
in Germany. They are now so German!
They completely lost the Syrian identity
in them. And now they have children, who
will be raised as German. They will never
know much about the land that they
belong to.”
So what impact does a passport have on a person’s identity? Potentially,
a tremendous impact. How have we let this identification practice develop
into what it is today? How can we say that it is a necessary system that
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(facing page/top)
Cynthia’s CD Collection, Tom
Kiefer, 2017
(facing page/bottom)
USA! USA! USA!, Tom Kiefer,
2019
Photographer Tom Kiefer has
taken belongings seized from
migrants detained at a border
patrol station in Arizona while
trying to cross the U.S.-Mexico
border and turned them into
an art project that’s also a
commentary on America’s
immigration policy.
11. I’d like to clarify here that
Khoder in no way claimed to
find his Syrian heritage a burden, and that he was referring
to the burden of the perception that comes along with
carrying a Syrian passport.
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only exists for security purposes if people spend entire lives trying to
work through this system? Does that not then make them expend their
life’s energies on this struggle? At various points in history, we made
the decision to create invisible lines as borders (or territorial lines),
between countries to demarcate ‘recognized’ nation states around the
world; and gradually empowered the state beyond our own control.
We have come so far in this system that it is now nearly impossible to
imagine a world without them. Passports are artefacts that both allow
for and restrict mobility. They are objects of suspicion. What, then, is
the point of acquiring a golden ticket to apparently spend all our lives
roaming the world freely, if we end up spending our lives just chasing
that very ticket and still facing hostility and abrasiveness when we
travel with it?
“So, the small passport is also something
larger, a prison, or the nation seen as a
prison. The passport is, in this respect, a
tool of incarceration and immobilization...
The tragic sublime of the passport is that
it is a precious object for many who seek
to move to a better life, but, in fact, it
materializes the leaky, suspicious, and
obsolete idea of the nation-state, and thus
it is the currency of entry into a political
form which runs against the inexorable
logic of globalization.”12
Arjun Appadurai

[This page intentionally left blank.]

12. Arjun Appadurai, Passport,
East East (web magazine), 2021
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The Museum
of Belonging
The Museum of Belonging is a project I began to conceptualize during the spring semester of last year. Though I left this
project at a proposal stage, I did return to the concept and
eventually work on a publication that was a culmination of
the ideas and questions raised during the time spent working
on this project.
I began working on this project thinking about how even
though I had to give up my Indian Citizenship, I still considered myself to be Indian—a theme that fueled a number of
the projects I made during my time in graduate school. I
was asking myself questions that I genuinely wanted to find
answers to—what does it mean to belong to a country or a
nation? What does it mean to be told that one no longer
belongs to a place? Can that even happen?
I began to discuss these questions with anyone I would meet
at the time, and discovered something rather significant—
many people based their feelings of belonging on similar
things—objects, interactions, and experiences that they had
in a particular place. Objects ranging from a sour candy that is
locally available in the small town where somebody grew up,
to the coca-cola rip-off brand Thums Up that I grew up drinking in Delhi, became the centerpoint of many of these discussions. At the same time, I happened to be re-reading one of
my favourite books—The Museum of Innocence by Orhan
(facing page)
A rendering of the museum
space I conceptualized to house
the artefacts of belonging
collected during this project.

Pamuk—in which the male protagonist acquires his forbidden
lover’s childhood home and in it creates a museum of objects
and artefacts that outlined and defined their ever-suffering
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relationship. “Real museums are places where Time is transformed into Space”, writes Pamuk, as he very beautifully
displays the power of an object. The power to hold countless memories and evoke a never ending series of emotions.
The Museum of Belonging looked to explore this aspect from
a different standpoint. “What makes you feel like you belong
to your country?” I asked, in a google form that I circulated
to a wide range of people to begin the project. “Your answer

could span from an object (a candy you grew up eating, or
some street food you cannot imagine living without, etc.),
an activity (a dance form, a traditional practice, a festival, etc.),
people (your family, friends, etc.), memories of a particular
space (a monument, public park, holiday destination, etc.),
to anything else you might think of that makes you feel like
One of the questions in the
form I distributed to a diverse
group of people to collect
material for the museum.
(facing page)
I started to work towards the
rendered space I eventually
made by sketching my idea out
using Illustrator.

you belong to your country/countries of nationality, including
your passport, or other official documents.”—a note that I included underneath the main question. I got an extremely wide
range of responses to the form that I sent out—the project
proposed to convert these answers and display them in a
curated digital museum setting—to create an online gallery
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of the incredible array of answers I had received, as a literal
museum of belonging that charted the artifacts that invoke
this feeling in people. Some had listed food items, some sent
Youtube playlists, while some just decided that they wanted
to write about what they were feeling, rather than representing it visually.
The second half of this project was abruptly halted by the
Covid lockdown that was taking over Providence at the time,
and so I was only able to treat it as an idea that I could (at
best), perhaps develop further later when I had the resources
Another one of the questions
in the form, with some of the
answers that the participants
gave me.
(facing page)
From Illustrator I moved my
sketches to SketchUp, to create
the space in 3d before moving
to Lumion, the software I used
to make the final rendered space.

to do so. I did however create various digital visualizations of
this proposed museum space—deciding that the only time I
was willing to spend on schoolwork at that specific, incredibly difficult time, was to teach myself 3D modelling softwares
that I then used to create these visualizations.
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Know Mag
Know Mag is a publication that I started working on in the
fall semester of my second year at RISD. It is a proposed magazine in which each issue is about one person.
While researching passports and the systems that they
function within, one of the most common questions that
I am asked is whether I am attempting to propose a better
passport, or a better system that could replace the existing
one. I have gone through multiple stages of responses to this
question—which began with my not knowing what to say or
how to respond to it. At some point I moved on to the “that’s
not my job” response, which I still think is absolutely valid. I
then began to articulate my quarrel with the passport—other than the obvious issues of bureaucracy and central power.
Arjun Appadurai’s 2021 essay, Passport has been an immense
influence on my understanding of my own aversion to the
booklets—they look to flatten our identities into a tiny book
with limited line spaces, trapping us in the paper identity
that is suddenly meant to be representative of our entire
personality. The ‘information page’, which is the first or last
page in most passports across the world, is a single sheet of
paper that holds so much dense information in such a small,

tell someone something ‘real’ about me? How would the person

tight space.

at the immigration desk know anything about me in the small
amount of time that we have together? In a conversation with

I began thinking about how no immigration officer can look

a few members of the class I realized that one interesting way

at the first page of my passport and know anything about

to get to know more about a person is to see what they choose

me, except that I might look vaguely similar to the staged

to carry with them when they leave home and shift to a differ-

photograph printed there, and that I claim to be the person
that is described in the rest of the information. So what could

The first issue of Know Mag is
about my friend Golnoosh—
or Forough Abadian.

ent place—whether they come from a different country, or just a
different city or state within America, what they choose to bring
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with them really defines who they are by creating a visual impression of what matters to them.
This line of thinking tied back to my (incomplete) Museum of

Belonging project from the previous year; and I subsequently
decided to treat it as a culmination of the research I had started
back then. I was originally interested in asking people to list the
objects that tied them to the place they felt they belonged to;
but decided to ask people to show me anything that they had
carried here to Providence with them when they first moved
out of wherever they were earlier. I spent an evening each with
Ryan Diaz and Forough Abadian, both candidates of the MFA
program, asking them to bring out the objects that they had
identified so that I could photograph the objects in their hands.
I then went on to do follow-up interviews with each of them in
which I asked them about the objects they chose and their significance. Forough was the subject of the first issue of Know Mag,
and Ryan became the subject of the second issue.
In December of 2020, I travelled back to India, and was able to
interview and photograph a third subject—a young Syrian man
called Khoder Khalifa (who I mention earlier in this document)
—who had left his home to move to India for graduate studies
(facing page)
Photographs from the
second issue of Know Mag,
featuring my friend Bernard
Ryan Diaz. These are items
that he brought with him
to Providence when he first
moved here.

about seven years ago. It was an incredible evening, through the

(next pages)
Spreads from Issue01.
I collaborated with the
subject of the issue,
Forough, to be able to work
with Farsi script, and to learn
from her in the process.

the publication series that I am currently working on. Once I

course of which I found out so much about a person I was meeting for the first time, and really affirmed that Know Mag is now
my own response to the “are you proposing a better passport?”
question. Khoder is set to be the subject of the third issue of
have the first five issues of the series done, I plan to pitch the
project to publishers to see if anybody might be interested in
taking it forward.
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My friend, and subject of Issue 03, Khoder. Here he is hanging one of the few pieces
of clothing he carried to India with him when he first travelled there 8 years ago.
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Impossible Form
Alan Keyes once said that “Rights don’t come from human
documents. The very idea is only worthy of contempt. Human
documents are nothing but pieces of paper, they are nothing
but words—until by will, and conscience, and courage, and
commitment, human beings turn them into reality.”
Impossible Form is an interactive installation that I made in
September last year, in collaboration with Sumanth Krishna
(M.Arch, ’21). I had recently applied to become an Overseas
Citizen of India at the time—and in doing so was reminded
of my hatred for application forms and the various systems
that they represent.
We took a deep dive into this concept of application forms for
citizenship—first by studying the ds11 form—which is the
application for a US Passport. Then after studying forms from
Spain, Australia, Jamaica, Philippines, the UK, and many others,
and researching about the difficulty that refugees and other
seekers of citizenships from around the globe face; we made
what we called an Impossible form—using 25 languages, in 12
scripts—that would be impossible for any one individual to fill.
We then printed this form out on a very large scale (12 x 3 ft.)
and installed it on a wall; next to a small, uncomfortable table,
meant for filling out forms—complete with a pen chained to
it. We then printed many smaller versions of the form, and
created a sea of discarded and rejected applications on the
(facing page)
We installed the large print of
the form on the wall, next to
a dimly lit table and a river of
scrapped forms on the floor.

floor below the Impossible Form. We then asked people to
enter the space, and attempt to fill out however much of the
form they could manage to fill, and to eventually add it to the
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pile on the floor—thereby letting the installation grow exponentially as more and more people visited.
This was the first iteration of a broader line of inquiry into
the impossibility of systems that determine the trajectory of
millions of lives. I wanted to explore the loopholes and the
fragility of these structures and to make work in response to
this research, by moving away from the form of a form, to
Visitors/participants were
tasked with filling as much of
the form as they could—while
using the small table and
chained pen—and then asked
to add their incomplete form
to the pile on the floor, so the
installation grew over time.

see where it took me. I wanted to imagine a world without
citizenship and borders, without passports and identification
documents, and speculate on what that world might look
like—a project I finally managed to do in my final semester in
the program, described later in this document.

(next page)
A zoomed-in detail of the form
that we printed.
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A World Without Borders

A World Without Borders is a speculative world building
project that I worked on with Forough Abadian and Utkan
Dora Onkul as a part of Kelsey Elder’s Experience Design class in
Spring 2021. The brief of the assignment was to build a world
using the virtual 3d platform Moz://a Hubs. We were asked to
define the parameters that govern the world we build; think
of the rules and regulations by which the space functions—it
could be anything ranging from an imagined planet to a proposed institution. The moment we were introduced to the

A banner for the anti-border
side of the referendum.
(facing page)
Screenshots of the space
we built on Moz://a Hubs.
We created an interactive
space in which the small
town shown is covered with
campaign posters, banners,
and other such collaterals. We
also dropped links to relevant
articles for further reading,
making the space a resource
of information on borders and
real-world conversations about
their existence and need.

brief, I knew that this would be the perfect opportunity to
explore my previously identified interest in speculating on
a world without borders. I posted about this direction, and
asked if any other members of the class might want to join
me in this inquiry. Forough and Dora responded soon after,
and we set out from that point on.
We spent the first few weeks of the project having extremely
interesting conversations about what we would ideally like
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the project to be. We began by exploring our collective understanding of borders, and what we think about when we
talk of a world without borders. I had initially approached
the phrase in what was seemingly the most obvious way to
me —borders between countries. Through the course of our
conversations, we discussed the existence of borders in our everyday lives—and more specifically, how many borders are
formed around or about us from the moment we are born—
from the family unit, to the home we live in as an infant, to
borders of gender, society, and other such cultural borders. We
speculated on a world without any of these elements being
forced upon us, and went through various stages of prototyping, testing the limits of what we were coming up with. World
building within a relatively short timespan was particularly
challenging because we had to strictly define the space that
we would all be speculating within, and be careful not to spill
over to anything beyond that defined (or bordered) space.
Eventually, as the deadline to present our work loomed large,
we decided to stop our (incredibly animated and entertaining) discussions, and to make decisions that would help us
move towards building the world we wanted our classmates
to experience in Hubs. We decided to situate our imagined
world as a parallel universe of sorts—one that remained true
to many of the parameters of the world we live in, except for
(facing page)
Screenshots of the visitors
being welcomed into our world
by a morning news report that
we staged, performed, and
embedded into a television
set in the virtual living room
we built. The news report
informed the visitors about
the referendum and presented
arguments from both sides.

one very important distinction—the world had never had any
concept of countries and the borders that divide the world
to create them. We decided that our presentation would
begin with a news segment from our built world, in which
the audience would be informed that they were visiting our
world on a very important day—the world was about to hold
a referendum to determine whether countries and borders
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should be brought into existence. The ‘news report’ (which
was staged in the most accurate manner that we could manage) then went on to detail the arguments made, both for
and against borders by the two competing factions—this
was our way to bring in all the interesting points that were
brought up during our initial discussions, without having to
play them all out. The participants were then sent out into the
world—of which we had built a small section of a town—to
explore all the election signages, arguments, and other supporting documents that helped them understand both sides
of the vote. We then ushered them towards a ‘voting center’
that we created in one corner of the space, and had people participate in the vote. Post the vote, we counted the numbers
and declared a result; we ‘sat’ everybody down in a predetermined space and had an open discussion about borders, and
how people felt about them.

(facing page)
After having everyone report
to the voting center at one
end of the space; we asked
each person to ‘cast a vote’ by
selecting one of two paths.
We eventually gathered
everybody together to discuss
the results and why people had
chosen to vote how they did.
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[Romik Bose Mitra]
Thank you so much for agreeing to do this, to begin with. My
mother sent me a link to some of your work about a year ago. I
started reading it then, and it just gradually grew into something
that has become very vital to my process of thesis-writing.
AA

[Arjun Appadurai]
That pleases me a lot! Both because of my connection to your
mother, and because of my knowledge of RISD, and of the general space in which you have been working, for which I have a
lot of support.

Speaking at Adianta School, New Delhi, 2014
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I think what I’d like to begin talking about is the many roles you
take on1—as an educator, as a writer and as a theorist, just to list a
few. And I’m sure that list goes on and on. So how would you best
define your area of work? Or what would you call yourself?
AA

1. These roles are defined in
detail at arjunappadurai.org
2. Globalization is defined in
the dictionary as the process
by which businesses or other
organizations develop international influence or start
operating on an international
scale. This, in my opinion, is a
particularly limited definition
as we go on to discuss later in
this interview.
3. An agrarian system is the
dynamic set of economic and
technological factors that
affect agricultural practices.
It is premised on the idea
that different systems have
developed depending on the
natural and social conditions
specific to a particular region.
4. “Disjuncture and Difference
in the Global Cultural Economy,”
Theory, Culture and Society 7
(2 and 3, July): 295-310

Yeah, well, it’s a good question, because right now, I’m working on things I worked on for some time, like globalization 2 and
so on. But I was not born with this data above my head. So I
was doing very different things at different phases and stages.
But I would say the broad interest that ties together—more or
less—my graduate school days to today, might be described as
‘where does culture intersect with economy or political economy?’ So that is there from day one, when I was studying South
Indian temples, then I went on to have an ‘in-between’ moment—which never produced a book, but produced a lot of articles which are distributed here and there, and so people don’t
know I did this—but I did a very intensive period focused on
rural decision making in Maharashtra, because I’ve grown up
in Bombay. Then, I realized at the age of 28, or 29, that I had
never been near a village, except on a fast moving train, or near
an Indian farmer or near agriculture. And I thought to myself—
this is scandalous. So I went and spent a year living in rural areas and wrote a bunch of articles—this was something between
my doctoral work which is published and known to at least a
few aficionados, and my work on South Indian religious institutions. From there I suddenly morphed into studying the social
life of things, etc., which many people think is the beginning of
my career—they have no sense that I actually did any empirical work in India. Before that, there’s this truly lesser known
work on agrarian conceptual systems 3, particularly how farmers think, how they calculate; so rural systems of measurement,
etc., which are not irrelevant to the questions of design! What

or how are people planning, you know, how are people counting,
estimating, and calculating their needs? These are quite interesting and quite basic questions in any case. So then, gradually an
interest in transnational flows came about, even before the word
‘global’ became big. Then of course globalization came up, but I
would say that ‘cultural economy’ is one thing and some interest
in material life, particularly as it is subjected to Human Design is
the other one.
RBM

So I anticipated globalization coming up in this answer, of
course, and I think where I would like to move to next is—what
is globalization? I mean, I understand the dictionary definition,
but what is your understanding of it? How did you get into it, and
how has it developed since you first started writing on it?
AA

So Anthropology was my field. And somehow, it had almost
zero to say about this idea of the global. The first thing that I
was intrigued by then, there was this new thing that journalists, political scientists, politicians, policymakers were talking
about—this shift and mixing of global culture. So there was a
kind of huge euphoria in the late 80s, both before and after the
fall of the Berlin Wall. But anthropology was still ‘zero investment.’ So I thought, well, we should have something to say after all, this new world and whatever it’s made up of must also
have a cultural dimension! So my 1990 essay on disjuncture
and difference4 that became the kernel of modernity at large etc.
was an early investment effort. It was a kind of startup, with the
question—does anthropology, or can anthropology have anything to offer? Now, of course, everybody and his brother thinks
that anthropology has something to offer. It has everything to
offer, but that’s not what was thought about it back then. I hope
that answered the question...somehow.
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It definitely did! I am now going to quickly move to my next area
of questioning, just to be mindful of the time we have. So discussions around the idea of decolonization have become increasingly
popular in academia. What is your understanding of decolonization? Because of course, I’ve been reading what you’ve been
writing—is it possible to decolonize an institution from within
it? Is that the only way to do it? What are the struggles that one
might find while doing so? Because by being a part of the institution, you are kind of fueling this economy in a way, so you know,
how does one deal with that kind of a constant dichotomy?
AA

I honestly have an itch to scratch when it comes to this word.
I scratch my itch, but only slightly, in a review essay I wrote
recently 5, which had to do with Mignolo, and some of the other
‘big’ names in the field. I was actually provoked by this irritation of mine that is now completely absent in the writing, so
you can’t find it in the final product. But my question was, why
is this word ‘decolonized’ being used for everything? I want to
decolonize my bedroom, I want to decolonize my toilet training—at one time we thought it pertained to some places and a
moment in history. Now, anytime you don’t like something—
let’s decolonize my family, let’s decolonize my office. Now I,
like many people, had a slight annoyance with this. And so this
review essay—in some long process which is invisible now—
came out of that annoyance that the word had become generalized to the point of meaninglessness. It was divorced from any
real history, like the history I was trained in, which is India 19th
century the British and then comparatively the French and, sure,
different parts of the world, the Dutch, I thought that was what
colonialism was, and that decolonized men were moving out of
those histories. Now, if anybody gets pissed off in something,
it’s like, let’s decolonize a museum, let’s decolonize anything

5. “Beyond Domination, The
future and past of decolonization,” Arjun Appadurai, The
Nation, 2021.
6. Refer to Document 4 for
an elaborate account of my
thoughts on the idea of erasure via misrepresentation.
7. Parochialism is a limited
or narrow outlook, especially
focused on a local area;
narrow-mindedness. We often
succumb to this kind of thinking through no fault of our
own—though with the internet and other advancements
that aid in globalization, it is
becoming more and more of a
responsibility to think beyond
one’s environment.
8. “Disciplinarity and Dissent
in Cultural Studies,” Carry
Nelson, Dilip Gaonkar, Routledge, 2013
9. “Diversity and Disciplinarity
as Cultural Artifacts,” Arjun
Appadurai. In Race, Identity,
and Representation in Education, Second Edition (pp. 427437), Taylor and Francis, 2013.
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you can find. So, I’d say that it’s my actual working bias that
we need to be more prudent, more diligent, more discreet, and
more selective about when we employ that word. Curriculum,
for example. Let’s decolonize the curriculum. Why? Why not
say change? Make it less racist? Less exclusive? Less parochial,
perhaps? We have so many words! So why appropriate that experience for this. So MoMA, the New Museum, anytime something happens—let’s decolonize. Well, what’s the value added?
Other than, you know, some form of private-clubby allusion
to having done something—which only releases you from the
need to know anything about those other histories.6 Why bother,
since you’ve already decolonized? So the word itself, in these
contexts, I’m not a fan of—but the impulse is fine. See, look,
there’s a parochialism.7 There’s a reduction of the world to
one’s immediate environment. There’s a lot of implicit racism.
And I wrote an essay in the 90s, on diversity and disciplinarity
as cultural artifacts in the context of the US cultural wars of the
90s, which I realized is largely still relevant. There is a battle in
which the question of how to make spaces diverse, like universities now, has not been clearly brought into relationship with
how to make curricular lists of books also diverse. They exist as
two issues, but they should be in one conversation, that still has
not happened, almost thirty years later. And if you don’t find it
easily, it’s a cultural studies volume called Disciplinarity and
Dissent in Cultural Studies 8, with two editors, one of whom has
an Indian name, Gaonkar, Dilip Gaonkar. The other is Carrie
Nelson, these are all big players at that time. But my essay is
called “Diversity and Disciplinarity as Cultural Artifacts.” 9 So
you see the message in the title. And in a way, my position has
not changed, which is we need a deep conversation about people based morality and book based morality. And actually, we
still don’t have that. So they can bring 150 new international
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Long Night Stands with
Lonely, Lonely Boys, Augastine
Peredes, 2019. (also used as
accompanying images for
Arjun’s essay, ‘Passport’).
10. “Passport,” Arjun Appadurai,
East East (web magazine), 2021.

RBM

students to RISD, but the curriculum is still reading the same
as decades ago, so there’s no point. Other American colonizers
say, let’s start reading, you know, I don’t know who you know,
Rahul Mehrotra or somebody from maybe Hong Kong or something, but then your student body is all rich white guys— that’s
also not the answer. So how do you connect those two? And
to me, there is still a remarkable dearth of serious engagement
with connecting those to diversity. So to tackle or to recognize
or to address a problem does not require decolonization. You
can just say, look, there are different kinds of diversity. How do
we connect them?

Absolutely. Thank you, those were some incredibly helpful insights. I’m going to move to your essay10 on the passport because it’s something that I bring up so often in my writing. In it
you refer to the passport as a leaky document—which is such a
visceral image that really just sticks in one’s mind. Can you talk
a little bit about the background of that piece? How or when, and
why it was conceived?
AA

11. The Haus der Kulturen der
Welt in Berlin is Germany’s
national center for the presentation and discussion of
international contemporary
arts, with a special focus on
non-European cultures and
societies.
12. Founded in 2009 by Dr.
Bonaventure Soh Bejeng
Ndikung, SAVVY Contemporary: The laboratory of
form-ideas is an art space,
discursive platform, eating
and drinking spot, njangi
house, space for conviviality.

So really, as always, for me, most things don’t come out of my
internal thinking, but with some direct relationship to things
in my environment. And the environment for this piece is my
environment in Berlin, where there are various cultural institutions with serious interest in art, design and other such conversations—The House of World Cultures 11, and this institution called Savvy 12, which are in the forefront of discussions
about identity, mobility, artistic production, curation, exhibitions, museums, that’s their nexus. Some of them are a little more established like Haus der Kulturen der Welt, which is
The House of World Cultures, which are a big part established.
And some which are more insurgent like Savvy. I’m trying to
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13. Reasons and Persons is a
1984 book by the philosopher
Derek Parfit, in which the
author discusses ethics, rationality and personal identity.
It is divided into four parts,
dedicated to self-defeating
theories, rationality and
time, personal identity and
responsibility toward future
generations.
14. Chhapa is the Hindi word
for stamp.
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remember—the passport piece came from yet another nexus,
which is a university nexus. Some younger scholars at Humboldt
University where both I and my wife are connected. The space is
a milieu which crosses into this world of art and activism, design,
criticisms, critical theory—all in Berlin. So it was a very specific
ecology in a symposium or panel or something, which then led to
this book. In the book, I was asked to contribute something very
short, very brief, you know, related to issues of identity, mobility,
cosmopolitanism, minorities, all that. So somehow, because there
was an interest in things or objects also, I thought, well, here is a
thing or object that has certainly been a big part of my life even
though I’ve given it very little thought. But I knew in some ways,
there’s a literature that you lay on the passport and other such
documents, but not much other literature addresses the object itself. It addresses the message, the politics, but not it’s size, for
example. So that led me to this piece, which is, of course very
compressed and very hermetic in a way, it’s not a thought through
elaborated argument, but is more a series of small observations.
Yeah. Which were essentially bullet points, you know, about size,
about leakiness, about portability, about wear and tear, forging
and so on. What I will say now isn’t reflecting on that essay, but
more taking from your perspective and the trajectory you have
taken, for me what connects to the thoughts in that little essay of
mine is that there are two mobilities, which in some cases come
into a very dynamic interaction in the space of documents like the
passport. One mobility is, let’s call it the social life of the person.
I went from here to there to here to the next place. The other is
the mobility of the identity. Who are you in 1984? And can you
show me a sample of how you were in 1983? That is what my
colleague Igor Kopytoff called cultural biologies—what constitutes that continuity within yourself from one moment to the next
moment to the next one. Now in your case, you have a forensic
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investigative issue on the part of the Consulate. But leaving that
aside, is still a question. A personal identity question. How then,
do you—
RBM

—identify yourself for yourself, rather than a question that you
might answer for someone else’s investigation.
AA

Absolutely! And that doesn’t have to do with your mobility
across countries through borders. So I’m saying that is a kind of
B-2. B-1, or border-one, or M1 and M2—mobility one and mobility two. So M2 which is the usual—I have to cross borders, I
have to convince immigration officials, consulates, etc.—but
M1, is how do I know that the me of today is the same as the me
of yesterday? even if it’s not a documentary question. There is a
British philosopher who was among the small group of people
who really said some great things about this area of thought,
called Derek Parfit. Reasons and Persons 13 was a very deep influence on me and that too coming from a point of view which
has no reliance on anybody with a French name from Foucault,
to Derrida. Entirely ‘on-the-rocks’, no French added. He asks
where is the documentation of the biography of the self? There
is nothing self evident about it. So where is the passport for this
M1? Who are the people with the visa stamps? Where is the chhapa?14 We don’t know. But for the M2, we have. In very very
tricky stories like yours, it gets incredibly fascinating because
the M1 and M2 are connected. See, normally people do not
have to show day to day agency. So you know, they don’t have
to show that from the age of three to four I am the same person.
You definitely have a special case there. And then for me the
follow up to that is what are the design or graphic implications?
There is a much deeper funda,15 whether for the surveillance
authority or the ordinary person trying to make his way. What
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15. Funda is an interestingly
used slang term. I realized
only while transcribing this
interview, its particular oddness in being a hind island
word that is derived from an
English word—fundamental.
It refers to a basic or fundamental principle underlying
something.
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are the design implications? Or the semiotic implications or the
signaling implications, which are materialized implications
whether in written form or photograph form or little book form
like the passport. The question is how the most designed forms
of signaling something—which is what graphic design is
about—how do they mediate M1 and M2? That would be the
question for me. A little bit of high-funda. Definitely high-funda, even for a distinguished intellectual like you. There are other things, of course, but this is how I feel the special feature of
your story and your history might link with my writing.

I appreciate that, thank you! So I’ve obviously been focusing on
a lot of these processes recently, and I realized soon enough that
the only reason that I haven’t had them come up in my life is because of the privilege that I grew up with—and that’s something
that I acknowledge repeatedly in my writing and in my thesis. A
lot of these things which I write about saying, “I’m so shocked
by this,” the shock comes out of privilege, you know? If I was
not as privileged, then it would not be as shocking to me because
I wouldn’t be finding out about it right now, comfortably sitting
here in the US at the age of 26. These concepts like passports,
nationality, mobility, they have immense global impact on the
development of individual identities. There is of course a major
worldwide impact, but it also can be looked on an individual,
hyper-zoomed-in scale. I recently got the chance to speak to a
Syrian friend of mine, Khoder, who had been forced to abandon his home during the war, and fled from Syria and eventually
came to India. He told me how many Syrians are introduced to
concepts of documentation and paperwork very early on in their
lives, and as a result of this exposure, they often end up spending
their lives chasing passports. It was an incredibly difficult and
eye-opening conversation for me—

“ One mobility is...let’s call it the social life
of the person. I went from here to there
to here to the next place. The other is the
mobility of the identity. Who are you in
1984? And can you show me that that it is
the same person you were in 1983?”
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They say they are chasing a passport, but they are chasing a particular passport, are they not? Not a Syrian one, perhaps?

They don’t value the Syrian passport. Khoder told me it becomes an object of suspicion, or of judgement. So then it became this moment of when it was time for them to potentially
leave the country—should I even try to get this Syrian passport, which obviously has a lot of implications attached to it,
or should I risk it and just show up as a refugee who is stateless
on the shores of a country hoping that they will open their borders for me. And so I guess what that led me to is this—these
systems that we’re so used to, that we seem to go insane trying
to figure out through the course of our lives—they’re not even
100 years old! So how does one even begin to question a system that is so set in stone even though it literally is not set in
stone? You know, it’s something that’s such a modern—for lack
of a better word—concept?
AA

Let me offer you two thoughts on this excellent question. One is
an indirect and somewhat allegorical thought, and the other is a
direct thought. So the allegorical thought is this. Take India, we
could arguably say that there are only two truly encompassing
passions—cricket and cinema. Both are 100 years old. Or let’s
say 150. Now how could you ever have a civilization of 1500
years or whatever the hell people think, whose driving passions
are this recent, this artificial, and this arbitrary—because cricket
could have been soccer! But it is not, now is it? Why not?
Cinema is a trickier thing because it has a role everywhere; but
this kind of obsession with cinema and viewing—of which my
favorite anecdote is people giving blood to get money to buy
tickets16 somewhere in a rural South Indian village—there is

16. While I was unable to find
any articles to read about the
incident Arjun mentions here,
Indian obsession with cinema
goes so much beyond what is
known internationally. Bollywood, though humungous, is
only a small piece of a much
larger cake. Regional cinema
in all parts of India is fueled
by the love for the medium
and the industry continues to
grow every year.
17. Bharatiya Janta Party;
Indian National Congress;
Citizenship Amendment Act;
Nation Register of Citizens.
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empirical material. So it’s not about you know, just you and me
going to see Shyam Benegal films. It’s about people paying a
high price for it! So these are recent, artificial, modern, derivative, media and leisure practices, which now are more unifying of the subcontinent then BJP, INC, CAA, NRC,17 whatever,
right? So it is the same mistake, but that’s the allegory. So the
allegory is: Given that, why not this? However, I actually have
a more substantive and direct answer, which is—the placing of
these things—passports, let’s say—on a pedestal where they are
highly desired, and are in fact virtually driving all other desires
and convincing people to pay very high prices and take very
high risks—with their children, with their health, with their
futures. The gamble is huge. And the reason is, that the passport is just the vehicle. So if it was not a passport—like if I told
you, you can become a citizen of the US with a new document,
which I call ‘peaceport’, then we would shift our loyalty to this
‘peaceport’ and say forget about the passport. The point is the
nation. For people to come and go, to feel like they belong, to
be a ‘first class citizen’, whatever that means. So, the real history—on which I have spent the bulk of my life—is what is the
reason people will kill and die for the nation form?—of which
the passport is one expression and an instrument. So, we must
say that this is just a derivative form, so let us go to the funda.
The funda is that nation form, which is maximum 350 to 400
years old, and minimum, as in various countries—100 years,
50 years, 30 years, or whenever they got their independence. I
like to say when people are talking about the history of India;
and all I say is, listen, the history of India starts in 1947. Please
don’t tell me anything else. Is this between 1947 and now?
Then go on. If it’s 5000 years like Mohenjodaro, or 400 years—
the Mughals—that’s irrelevant! That’s about some space, let’s
call it x. India is strictly countable only from 1947, August 15.
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(facing page)
Reframing the Passport Photo,
Tomoko Sawada, 2015.
18. Rashtriya Swayamsevak
Sangh, abbreviated as RSS, is
an Indian right-wing, Hindu
nationalist, paramilitary volunteer organisation. The RSS
is the progenitor and leader
of a large body of organisations called the Sangh Parivar,
which have presence in all
facets of the Indian society.
19. The idea of patriotism
is discussed later in this
interview.
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That’s it! Don’t invent some saga18, is what I say. Because, the
reason that saga is invented is not because some guy in the RSS,
or Hindu Right, or some Nehru suddenly said ‘it’s a good idea to
say we have a long history, though we only have short history,
no! It is because the nation form imposes itself on the imagination of the people in a way that makes it seem sacred, divine,
eternal, and unquestionable. All those things. The question is,
given it’s recency, its instability, its volatility, how could this be?
I have been asking this question since 1990. And I’m still asking—why? Why will people live and die for this form? 19 Given
its recency, given its fragility, and given its artificiality—every
border we know is an artifice! Let’s put it this way. Every single border is designed, not natural. And that’s the issue. And the
whole question of passports, visas, other forms of stamp or seals,
and other graphic forms is a lemma, so to speak, of this theorem,
or this puzzle, or this fundamental question—why are people
convinced that their membership or belonging to ‘a’ nation, and
therefore to the nation form, trumps every other loyalty, and so
they can kill and die for it? So if you’re a doctor, as I’ve said,
long ago, 40 years ago, or perhaps 30 years ago—you’re not
gonna kill and die because you’re a member of some medical association. You’ll like it, sure. You could even be really passionate about it. But you’re not going to go to war because you’re a
graphic designer, you know? But for the nation, yes everybody
is suddenly ready to die. Now, there are standing answers to this
question. Perhaps it was the way in which the nation form was
imposed, right? Brutally, violently. But all these are never entirely satisfactory, because they have to do with a planetary scam
that you cannot explain case by case, you know?

No, no, it’s a given reality that is on a global scale and therefore
cannot be understood on an individual level.
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Oh absolutely, the stage is definitely set. I know that we are past
the time we had set for this conversation, and I would like to respect your time—so if it’s alright, I’m going to wind down with
a final question that I have for you.
AA

RBM

Yes, you cannot say somebody got a transistor radio, so they
agreed to for birth control, you know? You can’t go like that.
The two are just not connected. You have to say generally, why
is our species signed on to something which is not an imperial form? So, this is all a long winded way of saying that the
question, to me, is a nation state question. And it’s a question
to which I still don’t have a good answer!–because I know the
question, trust me I do. And I know that the UN and other people are struggling with the question of sovereignty without this
form. How could it work? And let me say that that is an A1,
Nobel Prize winning design question—how can we design an
idea of sovereignty, which doesn’t require borders, territoriality
and the nation form? Is it possible? If so, what will it look like?
How will it administer law? That is the high funda design question just waiting to be answered. So I invite you to begin right
now, the prizes are waiting!

Yes that would be fantastic, thank you.

Perfect, let me just do that. So I think I’m going to ask this question in two parts, if that’s alright, and then you can answer it as
you please. One of my interests that comes up often in my research has been the idea of patriotism, which of course alludes
to what you were just saying about nations, and so I thought it
might be a good moment to bring it in. That’s one. The second
one, which can be taken as as hopping off from there—since
you have spent a lot of your life now away from India, whether
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“ So, this is all a long winded way of saying that the question, to me, is a nation
state question. And itʼs a question to
which I still don't have a good answer!—
because I know the question, trust me
I do. And I know that the UN and other
people are struggling with the question
of sovereignty without this form. How
could it work? And let me say that that
is an A1, Nobel Prize winning design
question—how can we design an idea of
sovereignty, which doesnʼt require borders, territoriality and the nation form?
Is it possible? If so, what will it look
like? How will it administer law?”
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it was in America or in Germany, your outlook on the idea of
where you belong, and where you are from, I’m guessing might
have, you know, traversed apart? Can you talk about your sense
of belonging in relation to your mobility? I think that might be
a good way to wrap up.

20. Jürgen Habermas is a
German philosopher and
sociologist in the tradition
of critical theory and pragmatism. His work addresses
communicative rationality
and the public sphere.
21. Having lived in the States
for two years now, I have
heard more references to the
Constitution here than I have
in all the years I spent in India.
22. Sedition has become an
incredibly common term in
the Indian political climate
in the past 6 years; with the
current government taking
the liberty to label anyone
speaking up or questioning their governance as an
anti-national. They have also
used the legal framework
behind the term to arrest and
silence many activists and
opposition leaders.
23. Netaji is the name given
to Subhas Chandra Bose—
one of the most prominent
leaders of India’s struggle for
freedom; my great grand-uncle; and the commander of
the Indian National Army
and it’s thousands of brave
members—including Dr.
Appadurai’s father.
24. The chinaman and the
googly are both cricketing
terms. A googly refers to a
type of delivery bowled by
a right-arm leg spin bowler,
while the chinaman is bowled by left-arm unorthodox
spinners.

AA

Great, thank you. So let me say something on both those points.
The patriotism thing, as you say, is intimately connected to the
nation state question. It’s not the same exact thing, no. It is not
a designed form, you know, it’s more of an affect. Yeah. Or it’s
related to an affect—an affect which packages an ideology—
are you patriotic? etc. But it’s a feeling, you know? So on that,
I do have a thought for you—apart from what I’ve already said,
which is that there’s a mystery here about why people will live
and die etc. because that holds for patriotism. And these days,
as you know, people also distinguish patriotism, which even
Habermas 20 used as a term for what he called ‘constitutional
patriotism.’ That was his effort—that failed—to solve the problem of German xenophobia which was to say let’s have patriotism towards a constitution, and not towards a nation. It was
absolutely brilliant, but nobody cares. So look it up. It’s an old
idea of Habermas,’ but it never really took off. But it was a very
honorable effort to say how can we have attachment to something, which is not the soil of borders, but is about a set of ideas.
However typically speaking, people won’t live or die for the
constitution 21. They live and die for something else. Something
‘bigger’—and that is our problem. But it was a good move,
nonetheless. So he used the term constitutional patriotism, one
of the more interesting uses of patriotism of anyone I know.
That said, I think that the route into the patriotism question is
not by its closeness, affinity or neighborhood with nationalism—but something else, which I admittedly have not fully

thought through but I’ve always been interested in—which is
treason. Treason, or its close cousin sedition 22. But sedition is a
heavily defined legal thing. Treason is not. Because Netaji23 was
a traitor for the British, right? There are traitors who are people
who made history, but history said they were traitors. Traitors to
what? You know, traitors by whose definition? So ‘traitor’ and
‘treason,’ to me, is the road to get to patriotism. Rather than try
to go to patriotism directly, it is about going to its ‘other’.
RBM

What it is not, or rather what is defined as going against.
AA

RBM

Yes, trying to explain the googly by explaining the Chinaman,
in cricket terms.24 Going to the leg break through the off break.
I can’t give you a map, but I can say it’s an interesting way
to think about it because otherwise patriotism just looks like a
nice guy’s approach to nationalism. They say the bad guys have
nationalism, I have patriotism. This is what every liberal Indian
says these days. I’m a patriot, but I’m not BJP. And to them I
say well, what’s the difference, buddy?

Do you think extremism is kind of the scapegoat, essentially?
“I’m not extremist, I’m just patriotic?”
AA

Yes—I would only kill 5 Pakistanis on the line of control, but
you would kill 50. So therefore, I’m a patriot, and that’s fine,
but you are a nationalist, xenophobe, etc. Seeing where and
when people draw the line, I think, is a good way to get to patriotism. But let me go to the second one, which is my own
sense of mobility and belonging. But, you know, after all this
time, what I realized is that my sense of belonging is actually very much tied up with the best things of my history—the
friends I’ve made, the books I’ve read—that’s my Republic. My
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25. The Indian National
Army trials (INA trials),
which are also called the Red
Fort trials, were the British
Indian trial by courts-martial
of a number of officers of the
Indian National Army (INA)
between November 1945 and
May 1946, for charges variously for treason, torture, murder
and abetment to murder
during World War II.
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Republic is this guy in Bombay, that guy somewhere else. And
it starts in India, of course! It starts with my father. It starts with
the strangeness of my acquaintance with Netaji, and the fact
that British India and Nehru following put this guy in a bad box,
even while taking the benefit of the Red Fort Trial 25 and so on.
Marginalized and totally disappeared him, etc. From then, until
now, my belonging is with that world of, let’s say, friends, interlocutors, biographies, connections, which go back to my high
school days. So I still have facebook friends from my Bombay
High School—St. Xaviers High School. So my whole History
consists of people who are invaluable to me, who have taught
me different things. They are all on an even plane now—which
is the territory of my affiliation. Some of them are from my
school days, and they are loving, inclusive, interesting, curious,
humorous; and some come from five years ago in Germany. All
a part of my Republic. And constitute my imagination—not
my imagination in the sense that I’m imagining their existence,
but more because they form the reality of my experiencial existence, and are constantly selected in various combinations to
create my outlooks. Not in a way that I can pick and choose, but
in a way that the later ones edit the previous ones. So there’s
a kind of set of affinities over time, which both define a set of
people, a set of values, and a set of spaces and places in which
Bombay is an important one, of course. So it’s not completely
abstracted, you know, just floating above the Earth, it is very
much tied to particular places but also in particular moments,
people, lessons, experiences, and affections. That is, if I may
be so bold, the architecture of my territory of affiliation or belonging. So anyway, Romik, on that very specific note, I must
sadly draw this conversation to a close. I hope it has had some
odd idea of value to you, and I would absolutely love to continue this conversation. you can send me any further thoughts
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or residual queries, and I’ll be very interested to know how it
shapes up.
RBM

Absolutely. Thank you so very much for being a part of this.
Your writing has shaped so much of my thinking already that I
think that you had done more than enough well before this conversation, but I really do appreciate your taking the time to talk
to me today.
AA

Thank you for a very entertaining evening! And good luck,
my friend!
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Romik Bose Mitra in Providence, Rhode Island.

Arjun Appadurai in Berlin, Germany.
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On Compliance
“ Since mankind's dawn, a handful of oppressors
have accepted the responsibility over our lives that
we should have accepted for ourselves. By doing
so, they took our power. By doing nothing, we gave
it away. We've seen where their way leads, through
camps and wars, towards the slaughterhouse.ˮ
Alan Moore, V for Vendetta
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(previous page)
Screengrab from the game
Papers, Please. Lucas Pope,
2014.
A collage posted by Prospect
Magazine in an article titled
“What the Stanford Prison
Experiment Got Wrong.”

Imagine that you’re walking
down the street and duck into the lobby of a hotel to escape a sudden
downpour, and a homeless man attempts to follow you in. The security
guard at the entrance of the hotel tips his cap and smiles at you as you
enter, but sticks his arm out and stops the man behind you. The man,
distressed and desperate, loudly claims that he is with you, hoping that
you acknowledge his plea for shelter during the rain. What do you do?
In his book The Wisdom of Crowds,
James Surowiecki says that “diversity and independence are important
because the best collective decisions are the product of individual
disagreement and contest, not consensus, compliance, or compromise.” 1
The ability to make a decision that goes ‘against the norm,’ or is viewed
as insubordinate, perhaps, is one that all of us possess, and yet one that
we may rarely exercise. These decisions could be on an extremely small
scale, affecting the life of an individual momentarily, as in the example
above; or may register at larger scale as ones faced by public officials
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on a daily basis. We face decisions that inform the lives of others in
almost every action that we choose to take. As Mary Balogh writes in
Simply Perfect, “every moment is a moment of decision.” 2 I believe
that there are multiple ways to approach a decision—some as conscious
choices, while others may be incidental or spontaneous. In this essay I
will argue that the decisions that we make in graphic design are often
made in a similar fashion—some things that are part of my design
process that I do without thinking twice, and then there are decisions
that I consciously engage to direct a desired outcome. However, even
while making these decisions, why do I hesitate to break out of parameters that I deem acceptable and unacceptable? Graphic designers often
joke about how “graphic design will save the world”—but how can one
ever think about effecting any kind of an impact or change in the world
without acting as an individual to break out of a system? Diversity and
independence are important because the best collective decisions are
the product of individual disagreement and contest, not consensus,
compliance, or often compromise.
Approximately two years ago, I
spent thirty days in a row at the Indian Passport Office (IPO) in New
Delhi. I had just had a whirlwind of a week, during which I discovered
my American citizenship, and as a result of this discovery got my
Indian student visa application rejected, only to be replaced by a brand
new American passport that was delivered to my door. I was then told
that I have a month to figure my way around surrendering my Indian
citizenship, buy my tickets, and arrive in Providence to start my MFA
program at RISD. Still reeling from the events of the earlier week, I
stumbled into a chaotic office space (back when we could all cram
together in a tiny room and breathe the same air for hours), and stood
in line to relinquish my Indian citizenship by cancelling my Indian
passport. I was in an agitated state of mind—as I carried the weight
of losing my Indian citizenship3, but also the prospect of an exorbitant
fine for holding dual citizenship for 26 years.
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1. The Wisdom of Crowds,
James Surowiecki, Anchor
Books, 2005.
2. Simply Perfect, Mary
Balogh, Delcarte Press, 2018.
3. Strangely, at the time, I
didn’t consider this to be
much of a debacle at all. It
seemed like a funny bureaucratic circumstance that I
happened to find myself in;
and I was able to continue
on with the process without
ever thinking twice about the
weight of it all.
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An Accumulation of Inaccuracies
How was this circumstance the
byproduct of decisions? Each decision opened to the next. Let’s take a
step back here, and take a look at the decisions that were made that
eventually put me in the position I found myself in at the time. The first
was my parents’ decision to apply for Indian citizenship for me at the
age of five, when my American passport (that was issued to me soon
after I was born) expired. Such expiration does not signify the expiry
of one’s citizenship however, and this is where my unique situation first
arose. The second decision, and perhaps the most vital one of the lot,
was that the passport officer who processed this application approved it,
ignoring my place of birth and the obvious citizenship that came with it.
There were a few more decisions on the way, though I will avoid detailing them here. Suffice it to say that my passport was renewed three
times between the years 2000 and 2010; and that I flew to America as
a tourist within this time.4 Technically, any diligent officer at any of the
bureaucratic hurdles that I crossed over the years could have taken the
time to figure this out, but they didn’t. Or perhaps, as I sometimes like
to think, that one or more of them realized what had happened, but
decided to let it go. Anyway, all of these decisions (or the lack thereof),
led to me spending most of July and August of 2019 at the Passport
Office—nervous, agitated, and unsure of the eventual outcome of my
visits there.
Excavating Proof
I spent a good part of that month
running back and forth from the office gathering documents and getting
them notarized, struggling with the many demands that these bureaucratic systems make of us, and perhaps most importantly pleading with

138

On Compliance

Doc [3/5]

various officials to process my application quickly at various stages
of the process. Finally, all my running around and every single moment
of anguish came down to one interaction that I had with a government
official on the 11th of August, 2019. He was the one who would be
stamping my old Indian passport with the ‘cancelled’ insignia, using
which I could then leave the country as an American citizen on my
United States passport. One by one he asked me for the different forms
that I had been chasing for the past month, and he looked at each of
them with an expression that I read as somewhere between disinterest
and disgust.
“You’re going to study?”
He asked, without looking up at me.
“Y-yes,”
I said, almost surprised by his ability to engage with me directly.
Regardless, he continued to check my paperwork, and after what felt
like a lifetime, handed my documents back to me. He then picked up my
Indian passport, and flipped through the pages to find the page that he
was to stamp, and just when I thought he was about to pick up the stamp
pad lying on his desk, he hesitated for a second—
“Wait, when did you get your American
citizenship again?”
At this point, a thousand thoughts flashed through my mind. Though the
honest answer would have been to explain that I had always had American citizenship, I decided in that moment that I just wasn’t going to be
swallowed by a system that had put me in this position in the first place!
“I just got my passport, see!”
I said, holding out my new American passport and pointing at the Date
of Issue. Of course, this wasn’t even an answer to the man’s question,
but as I had hoped, it was enough to convince him that I had then freshly
acquired this citizenship and was just following the steps that one would
have in that scenario. He gave me a half-hearted nod, before promptly
stamping5 my old passport, and handing it back to me—and in that
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moment, this decision that this man made (I never got to take down his
name due to the circumstances), changed the course of my life forever.
Flawed Systems
The immense fascination for and
curiosity about systemic flaws that allowed for all of these events to
take place, led to my discovery of a game called Papers, Please made
by Lucas Pope in 2014. The game is situated in a fictional Eastern Bloc
country called Arstotzka, and is an extremely dystopian take on the
1980s. Players take on the role of an immigration officer working at the
border, beginning with the first day on the job. As one is gradually
introduced to the inner workings of the immigration system that everyone plays a part in, the game enforces more stringent rules, making it a
challenge for officers to perform their jobs and, in turn, compromising
the opportunities for applicants to enter into a country. On the first day,
for example, the player’s responsibility is limited to making sure that
the applicant has the right passport/visa combination for entry. However, a few days in, scenarios become more complex, with the precedents
increasing, adding lists of criminals who might attempt to gain entry,
among a whole range of other boxes to tick before granting them permission. On the surface, the game appears simple, with tasks that are manageable. Follow the instructions that have been listed, and play your way to
success. Once you make a decision on an application, you are either
rewarded for correct judgement, or penalized for an incorrect one. These
rewards and penalties are varied, of course, and that is really where the
significance of the game to this essay lies.6 One week (in game time)
into the game, the player now has been entrusted with a huge list of
rules and procedures with which to comply and additionally, is now
aware of some of the other aspects of the game—players must earn
enough money to maintain their home and provide for their family too.
Should a player’s partner be sick, and needs expensive medical support,

5. I remember leaving the
office space, sitting down in
my car, and just screaming for
hours that day. The weight of
it all finally began to dawn on
me some time around then.
6. What I found particularly
interesting about playing the
game was that the challenges
that you face as a player go
so much beyond those of
conventional video games.
While there are goals and
targets set, there is essentially
no scenario in which a player
can satisfy all the goals together—so they must choose
between completing task A
or B—both of which will have
valid arguments to be chosen.
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and the cost of heating and food is so high that one is often faced with
the choice of providing either food or heat for the family. Now, aside
from the fact that this obviously makes for some very intense and difficult
moments in the gameplay, what makes it particularly interesting is the
decisions that the players must make at their jobs to earn the maximum
amount of money that they possibly can to take back home. As game
designer Sid Meier—who made many iconic games including (but not
limited to the Civilization series—said, “A game is very simply just a
series of interesting choices.”
In an essay for Entropy Mag,
Emily Lee writes about her experience playing Pope’s Papers, Please:
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“I found that all the details on the passport should be crosschecked with their entry permits and other documentations.
For the most part anything I had to reference in my handbook,
I simply didn’t bother with since it took considerable time to
do so; for example checking whether the issuing city was valid.
This strategy of play ensured I would get penalized but also
allowed for a larger volume of potential immigrants to now get
addressed. In this manner Papers, Please doesn’t exactly promote
players to do their jobs perfectly, but rather more realistically
rewards those players that are more efficient even if that means
mistakes will be made.” 7
The player is gradually presented with further opportunities to stray from what is supposed to be the
‘correct’ way to go about the job. There are moments when you find out
that your partner’s condition is only worsening, and so you must make a
certain amount of money that week to pay for all her hospital bills; and
simultaneously get offered a range of bribes and such gifts to allow or
deny specific people from entering the country. There is even a detention officer, who also works on commission, and so is ready to offer you
some extra money to deliberately detain people even if their application
meets all the necessary requirements.
The Dilemma of Responding to Orders
Though the game has an endless
number of interesting moments that can be dissected and discussed, the
overall theme highlights the conflict between taking or complying with
orders in your role as a part of a larger system, and being human, with
opinions and a need to provide for one’s own life. These small interactions that take place in the span of five minutes in the game, are a tiny
horrific insight into a very real dilemma that millions of people around
the world constantly find themselves in. The game also questions its

Participants line up to begin their role in the
Milgram Experiments.

A participant being strapped into the chair to
start the experiment.
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Hopeless Dystopia through
the Mundanity of Mechanics’,
Emily Lee, Entropy, 2014.
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own set up, as Lucas Pope said in 2014—“this communist setting or this
dystopian, fascist setting works nicely for game mechanics because you
can tell the player, ‘you have to do this.’ There’s not a whole lot of
questioning of, ‘why?’ ‘You have to do it because that’s how we fucking
run things here, we tell you how to do it and you do it.’ That works
perfectly well with the setting of some kind of communist government
or some kind of bureaucracy where the rules just come down from the
top and boom, that’s your job.” 8 But it doesn’t stop there—it allows for
the player to go against the alleged rules of the game to benefit themselves or those around them.
Stanley Milgram, an American
social psychologist who taught at Yale University in the sixties, conducted a series of experiments to establish the terms of compliance
exercised by students when undergoing tests. Known today as the
“Milgram Experiments,” the series of tests gauged the extent to which
men from varied socio-economic backgrounds and varied levels of
education followed orders given to them by an authoritative body—
even when these orders or actions went entirely against the personal
conscience of the test subjects. Participants were led to believe that they
were assisting in an unrelated experiment, and had no clue that they
were the ones under observation. They had to administer what seemed
to them like real electric shocks to the ‘test subject’ (an actor, who is in
on the experiment); and the immense intensity of these fake shocks
would increase in value gradually until it reached a level that would be
fatal to the subject. The experiment concluded (though these conclusions have been contested and questioned by many people in the field
since they were published) that a majority of the subjects were fully
willing to go all the way till the fatal shock—albeit suspiciously, and
with some reluctance. Every one of the participants did pause their
experiment to ask the person administering the event about the validity
and safety of the outcome on the ‘test subject’; but most of them were
satisfied with the answers they were given, and went on to complete the
experiment after some initial hesitation.
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On Obedience Versus Conscience
Speaking about the outcomes,
Stanley Milgram writes that “The essence of obedience lies in the fact
that a person comes to view themselves as the instrument for carrying
out another person’s wishes, and they therefore no longer see themselves as responsible for their actions. Once this critical shift of viewpoint has occurred in the person, all of the essential features of obedience follow.” 9 Having recently defined my idea of graphic design as a
set of tools that can be used to build, sustain, grow, and criticize the
systems it develops, I am particularly interested in the state in which
graphic designers begin to see themselves as tools for an authoritative
figure to use however they please. The ability to be able to remove
personal bias from the equation—something I find myself doing while
contending with my commercial design practice—is a mental state that
employees often find themselves working in. A government employee,
for example, is a proxy for the State at large. The immigration officer
that denies someone entry into the country that they work for, is only
performing their task on behalf of the State. They have no individual
claim or motive in this denial per se (of course this isn’t an all encompassing statement in that one might come across an officer motivated by
their patriotism and desire to ‘keep the country safe’); but they will still
carry out their duties as a part of their job profile. Though Pope’s Papers,
Please highlights the fact that every employee is an individual, and is
definitely dealing with their own struggles and challenges, I believe that
seeing oneself as a cog in the wheel of a powerful machine is the only
way that any individual can deal with the conflicting emotional states
that any difficult job or task might bring about. So, from the State’s
perspective, the individual becomes an outlet for them to carry out the
actions that they themselves aren’t capable of implementing; while from
the employee’s perspective, the State is a scapegoat for the actions that
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8. Lucas Pope: I’m Kind of Sick
to Death of Papers, Please,
Johnny Cullen, VG24/7, 2014.
9. Obedience to Authority; An
Experimental View, Stanley
Milgram, Harpercollins, 1974.
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A photograph from one of the
waiting rooms at the Indian
Passport Office. I spent almost
an entire month in this space.
(facing page)
A still from Compliance—the
employee wathces in horror as
her boss waits for orders from
the voice on the telephone.

one carries out on its behalf. This almost naturally occurring mutually
‘beneficial’ arrangement often numbs us to the extent that we become
mindless robots (or tools, if you like) who are only able to implement
the will of the authoritative body. The dangers of this system are extremely well demonstrated in Craig Zobel’s 2012 film, Compliance.
Compliance is a thriller, based
10
loosely on true events. The movie is based on a series of prank calls
that took place in Mount Washington, Kentucky, in which callers posing
as police officers or ‘higher-ups from corporate’ would call a small
business (usually a fast food outlet or grocery story) and convince the
manager to conduct a strip-search and other unlawful procedures on an
employee or customer in their store—convincing them that they must
carry this out on behalf of the organization they are employed by. While
these phone calls are done very convincingly and the targets were always
surveilled and chosen carefully, the strange behavior demonstrated by
the managers and other authority figures during the prank is alarming, to
say the least. In a short review of the film, Jonah Comstock says “The
film is incredibly disturbing to watch, and at the screening it elicited a
certain amount of incredulity—not only ‘nobody would do that’ but also
‘nobody would believe that.’ But later, at the Q&A it became clear that
a subtantial amount of that resistance is wishful thinking—it’s much
preferable to believe the film was badly made than to believe the truth.
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10. On 9 April 2004, a call
was made to an outlet
of McDonald’s—in Mount
Washington, Kentucky.
According to assistant manager Donna Summers, the
caller identified himself as
a policeman, “Officer Scott.”
The caller gave Summers
a vague description of a
slightly built young white
woman with blonde hair,
who was suspected of theft.
Summers believed the
description provided was
that of Louise Ogborn, a
woman who was currently
on duty at the restaurant.
The police impersonator
demanded that Ogborn be
searched at the restaurant
because no officers were
available at the moment to
handle such a minor matter.
Ogborn was brought into
an office and ordered to
remove her clothes, which
Summers then placed in a
bag and took to her car, as
instructed. Ogborn then
put on an apron to partially
cover herself.
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This could happen. This did happen. The events of the film are directly
based on a 2004 crime at a McDonalds in Montana.” 11
What Ensures a Break from Orders of Control?
Frequently I ponder instances
when I’ve assumed behaviors that are compliant, even robotic. I believe
that there are systems that we are born into, that we grow up seeing and
hearing around us, that we take for granted—and as a result, become
immediately compliant to a larger system that can never be seen as the
whole but only exists as a sum of its parts. Starting from the system of
a family and living in a house that one is born into, to the idea that one
belongs to a country or a nation state as a result of having been born
there, or the idea that one belongs nowhere because they weren’t born
within the confines of a defined, ruled State; we are categorized and put
into boxes12 from the moment we arrive on the planet. As we grow
older, these systems evolve and adapt around us, some fade away and
are often replaced by others, and others just never let go. We are so
inclined to believe that there is a grand design that we are all working
towards and that we are too small to see as a whole, that we always
forget that a majority of the interactions that we have with the world
are going to be on a gran ular scale, irrespective of the higher power
that controls us. We have forgotten that the systems that we operate
under were created by people, and that one should never feel like we
don’t have a choice. Instead, we could train ourselves to be suspicious
of unbending and unimaginative systems, and to entertain the thought
that often, a certain leakiness of intention—to spill out and over—may
in fact harbour the potential of breaking out of such systems to reach
for the sky with the smallest gesture or word, and perhaps with a very
miniscule tangible effect, if at all. But even that would be a worthy start
to breaking away from authority in pursuit of one’s own signature,
however inconsequential it may be to the rest of the world.

[This page intentionally left blank.]

11. Compliance: A Hard-toWatch Movie that’s Worth
Seeing, Comstock, The Analytical Couch Potato, 2012.
12. Refer to document 2,
A World Without Borders,
for further reading about
my inquiry into the idea of
categorization and if/how
we can get away from these
classifications.
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Reinforcement
Reinforcement is an installation I worked on in 2016, as part
of my final semester project that marked the end of my undergraduate degree at the Srishti Institute of Art, Design and
Technology in Bangalore, India. Working with advisors Alison
Byrnes and Pooja Kaul Basu, this installation was my first foray into making work that revolves around my understanding
of politics, representation, and power.

A still from one of the news
segments I used as source material.
(facing page)
Testing the lighting in the
installation space, adjusting for the
shadows to fall on the wall correctly.

In the second half of 2015, the phrase ‘antinational’ began to
appear on Indian news channels and right wing social media very frequently. It was used as a broad term that could
be applied to anybody that the government wanted to
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target—from politicians in opposing parties, protestors and
activists, to literally anybody that would dare to question anything that the ruling government decided to do. In February
2016, youth political leader Kanhaiya Kumar gave an extremely fiery speech at a rally held in New Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU)—a speech in which he openly challenged the
government to step up to their claims of working for the nation; taking time to point out the many ways in which they had
already failed to do so. This speech was powerful and moving,
and stirred up the whole country—so much so that the ruling
government could no longer afford to stay silent. The government acted quickly, calling for Kumar’s arrest on charges of
sedition, claiming that he had been spreading ‘antinational’
information, and that he deserved to be incarcerated.
(facing page/top)
The initial ‘staging’ area was
dimly lit, with a muffled low
hanging light that cast a
strong circle of light right
underneath it, but failed to
provide much light for the rest
of the space. The floor, walls,
and celing of the space were
covered with the newspaper
print that I made. I intended
for the audience to feel a
sense of claustrophobia; and
for them to have to strain
their eyes to read what the
newspaper said.
(facing page/bottom)
After having spent some
time in the staging area, the
spectators were then taken
through a small door into
the next area. I took apart,
painted, and hung up in an
‘exploded view’ inspired by
Cornelia Parker. The single
light source was at the center
of the ‘explosion’, and was
set to flicker along with the
soundtrack of various Indian
news anchors that played on in
the background.

At the same time as these events were taking place, I was in
the south of India, trying to complete my final project. My
mother, Brinda Bose, teaches at the Centre for English Studies
at JNU; and my cousins Romyorup Mitra and Kolika Mitra were
both graduate students—in History and Sociology respectively—at JNU at the time. So while I wasn’t personally present on the ground in Delhi where all of this was happening, I
would receive detailed accounts of the incidents from various
family members almost every night. It was also quite impossible to escape the news of these incidents from the media
in its many forms—and that is where I decided to focus my
research from that point on.
I was interested in the manner in which the phrase ‘antinational’ (in the form of a hashtag, mostly) spread across the
country like wildfire within a very short span of time. Right
wing media was of course spouting as much nonsense as they
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possibly could to fan the flames. I recorded an hour’s worth
of footage from one of India’s most widely watched news
channels at the time—Aaj Tak—choosing to focus on a segment by Arnab Goswami, a man who can only aptly be called
the Indian Tucker Carlson. Within this hour, Arnab repeated
the phrase antinational a total of one hundred and seventy
two times. That is almost thrice a minute. For a whole hour.
I repeated the exercise with a few other news channels and
hosts—and though the results weren’t as insane as Arnab’s
numbers, they were sufficiently alarming in themselves.
The installation took place in two sections. The first, was a
space in which I covered all the wall space, the ceiling, and the
floor, with a newspaper print that I made. The newsprint used
the five most repeated phrases from the news reports I had
been studying, and no other text whatsoever. From a distance
they just looked like any regular daily newspaper, but once
the viewers approached the sheets, they would notice the repetitive phrases and words used to cover the entire layout. I
used a dim light to keep visibility relatively low in this space,
and decided to make a soundtrack that would play on repeat
in the space, to reinforce the point I was trying to make. I
(facing page/top)
The center of the ‘explosion’,
and the origin of the sound
that echoed through the
space.
(facing page/bottom)
The newsprint—which you
will see on the following
page was designed to look
like any regular newspaper,
and so required a viewer to
lean in and take a closer look
(especially in the dimly lit
space) to understand that
it is just the same phrases
repeated again and again.

used audio from various segments of the news, and muted
the phrase antinational. This gesture really highlighted the
frequency with which the phrase was being used, helping to
drive the point home.
The second space was slightly more ambitious—I traveled to
a scrap yard on the outskirts of the city, and bought two old
broken television sets. After bringing them back to my allocated space on campus, I set to work on taking them apart.
After a long process of opening various components of the
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sets, I finally got all the individual parts laid out on the ground.
I then created a hanging system, and hung both television
sets in ‘exploded view’—to literally show the inner workings
of the media, represented by the object of dissemination—
the television. The original plan was to combine these two
spaces and have the entire installation be a single space with
the newspaper, audio, televisions, all working together in the
space, but I was unable to work that out logistically.
(facing page)
Exhibiting Reinforcement at
my graduation exhibition in
Bangalore, India; 2016.
(facing page)
A detailed closer look at the
newspaper print.

Reinforcement set me up to pursue a personal art/design
practice outside of the commercial work that I do otherwise.
Though the content and the execution of the installation
could have done with a lot more thinking and iterations, I will
always look back on that project fondly.
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Formed By
Vincent Cerf once said that “Information flow is what the
Internet is about. Information sharing is power.”
While discussing the ethics of exchanging information on the
internet, fellow MFA candidate Will Mianecki and I realized
that we share a deep interest in the concept of forms. We jokingly floated the idea of making a collaborative endless form
project (due to the seemingly endless nature of online forms),
and that initial idea grew into this project.
Formed By is a website that Will and I worked on together.
It’s a generative online form, that is created entirely by the
(facing page)
A screenshot of the form as
caompleted by the fourth
person to participate in
the project. They receive a
previous answer in return for
every response they enter into
the database. Their options
are also a list of previous
answers—though in this case
they are in an anonymous list.
The second to last question
does not have any previous
responses as the question was
added by the last person to fill
the form.
Finally, the last ‘question’
asks the ‘applicant’ to add a
question to the form. They
can choose the format of the
question—whether it is to
be a text field or a drop down
menu of answers. They also
get to select the color which
will serve as the background
for their question. Having
entered their question, they
are then prompted to submit
the form.

participants filling it out. However, that isn’t made clear right
from the start. As you begin to enter your information, you
begin to understand that for every answer you submit, you
receive a randomized answer from the database that a previous participant has entered. For questions with drop downs,
you see a list of options along with your option to submit a
custom response—these are responses from previous participants, that you can then choose as your own response if
you’d like to. The website begins to list out your answers on
the right, as an acknowledgment of the fact that they are being recorded, and parallely, you continue to receive responses from previous participants for each question. The system
continues to function in this manner, with each answer space
noting that your responses will appear in future versions of
the form. When you reach the last question of the form, you
will not receive a response as you’ll be the first person to respond to this question—and here’s why—the form then asks
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you to submit a question to the form, that the next person to
participate will have added to their form as the last question.
Once you submit the form, a pdf with all the previous responses gets downloaded onto your system. The cover on the
(facing page)
During one of our ideation
conversations, Will and I
discussed how forms are
one-sided. They always
demand information, and
never return anything. They
are meant to be a means to
an end—an application for
school, or a permit perhaps—
but what does the applicant
get in return for all the
personal information they
are prompted to feed into
the database that the form
operates within?
Once the form is filled out
and submitted, the website
‘returns’ a pdf to you—by
downloading it onto your
computer, basically—that
includes every answer from
previous participants that
exists in the database for
all the questions that you
were asked. So your ‘return’
for giving the information
you inputted, is the entire
database of responses.
Shown here is the cover page
of the pdf returned to the
eleventh participant. The 11
color bars representing each
question that was answered—
the last one being the new
question that was just fed into
the system by the participant.
(next page)
Each page of the pdf as
received by the eleventh
person to participate in the
project. The bars increase with
each question that comes
in, and split into two once it
crosses 10.

top left indicates the number of questions that you responded to via the color bars, and then each page goes on to list
out responses for each question. Note how the responses get
fewer each time as the questions were generated one person
at a time; and that after 10 color bars, the pdf responsively
changes the width to half, and starts a new row for the next
ten questions. The last page will always be your question,
along with the color bars of all the questions that came before yours.
Through our many discussions, we came to several conclusions about what we feel about forms. We summarized that
forms are opaque, intimidating, and an unequal exchange
of information - often transactional, but in nowhere near an
equal manner. We decided that we’d like our form to be an
equal exchange of information, and give agency and power
back to the applicants filling out the form. By giving each person the opportunity to build on it, we felt like it became more
of a collaborative project with anybody that participates—
and finally, them submitting and entering their information
into the database, is matched by the pdf that they receive —
thereby giving them access to the database that they submitted to. The pdf each person receives is also unique to them,
as with their added question and answers, no two people will
receive the same return.
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The last slide of the pdf received by participant 38, showing the color bars representing
all the previous questions, and the question added by the participant.

The last slide of the pdf received by participant 200, showing the color bars representing
all the previous questions, and the question added by the participant.
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to travel came to me on the evening of the 22nd of August—
I flew out on the 23rd. I wanted to capture this harrowing process in an experiential installation of sorts—and though I was
One of the many things I have learned about myself over the

initially inclined to be a lot more literal about recreating a cit-

past few years, is my inherent hatred for applications. From

izenship application environment for people to engage with,

applying to jobs and internships, to grad school applications,

the final product of this avenue of exploration turned out to

and finally, applying for citizenship in one country while at-

be a lot more abstract. I managed to hold a small run through

tempting to keep alive my connection to the land I call home,

of the installation in December 2020; though due to the Covid

I get a gigantic cramp in my stomach every time I realize I

restrictions that were on us at the time, it was a rather stunt-

have to go through yet another process of application.

ed version of what I had hoped for.
Closed Grids is an experience of a generic application and
evaluation process, designed to accommodate two people at
a time. The first person—let’s call them person A—or the applicant, is initially asked to write their name on the top of a
The scorecard handed to the
paricipants before walking in
to Room 1.

scorecard that is handed to them, and is then asked to enter
Room 1 after returning the card.

Prior to coming to RISD, I spent my last 40 days in India running from one government office to another, trying to sort
out my paperwork, as it was then referred to, to be eligible to
Hopeful applicants gather
outside the Indian Passport
Office in Bangalore.

fly here and join the program on time. It was a harrowing process and the final document I needed to certify my eligibility
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Upon entering the room, they see a set of instructions projected on the wall in front of them, and a TV screen in which
they can see their scorecard being filled in, live. The instructions inform them that they are in the process of being evaluated, and that they must attempt to have the right hand side
of the scorecard grid filled with green stamps, before the left
hand side is filled with yellow stamps. They are also told that
their behavior in the room is what determines their outcome,
and that the live feed that they see on the television screen
is “in the interest of transparency,” so they can see how well
their evaluation is going and potentially change their approach if it isn’t going well. People seemed to react interestingly to the space, walking around, jumping, yelling, dancing,
(facing page/top)
In Room 1, applicants had a live
view of their scorecard getting
stamped. The instructions
on the wall told them that
the green stamps were good,
and the yellow stamps were
unfavorable. So the objective
was to get their scorecard
filled with green stamps. But
they were not told what the
criteria for stamping was, and
therefore had to dance around
and analyze the space in order
to figure it out.

and trying to figure out the system. Once one of the sides of
the scorecard gets filed in, they are then told to come out of
Room 1 and enter Room 2—the stamping room, where their
scorecard was being filled in while they were in Room 1.
What they now understand is that their movements in Room
1 were being tracked by a hidden camera, using an invisible
grid on the floor. Depending on where in the grid they were
standing in the space, every five seconds an Arduino connect-

(facing page/bottom)
Meanwhile, the person in
Room 2 is taking directions
from a light source that flashes
either yellow (as shown in the
image) or green; and proceeds
to stamp the scorecard with
the relevant color.

ed to two bulbs—one green and one yellow—would flash one

(next page)
Participants spent most of
their time in the room figuring
out if the markings on the
floor were significant, and if
there is any connection to
their movement within the
space and the stamps they
were getting.

what they were doing. This stamping procedure is record-

of the colors to Person B—or the employee—sitting in Room
2. The employee would then stamp whichever color flashed
before them—without any access to what is happening inside Room 1, and therefore no sense of why they were doing
ed via another webcam, and shown on the tv screen inside
Room 1. The employee, in this case is sitting behind a desk,
and mindlessly stamping documents that perhaps play a very
important role in determining the outcome of the applicants’
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lives. The Applicant is then told to play the role of the employee, and become the stamper for the next person that enters
the installation, thereby giving them an experience of being
on both ends of the stick.
What isn’t represented in human form here, is the invisible
hand of the state. The powerful determining factor that set
up this system of hidden cameras and false transparency (in
this case, me), and commands over this process while managing to remain behind many opaque barriers. The employee
and the applicant share different but almost equally disconnected relationships with this invisible hand, even though
person B is employed by them. After the experience, we sat
down to talk about how the participants felt in different
stages of the installation. We discussed the anxiety of not
knowing how to work through a system, even while watching the process unfold live, and the possibility of agency on
the employee’s part—when they got to be the stamper, as
(facing page)
The setup in Room 2 was
extremely simple. A table with
a webcam pointed directly at
the center of it; two stamp
pads, and a stamp for each
color. The light source that
would direct the stamper was
placed at the corner of the
table.
Room 2 brought out very
interesting behaviour in
people—ranging from total
compliance, to absolute
disregard for the rules. This
brought up the question of a
‘rogue actor.’ A individual who
decides to take the system
into their own hands and make
decisions that go against what
the system dictates to them.
So many State employees
have similar choices to make
every day.

the employee, the participants admitted to going against the
rules and often stamping green even if a yellow light flashed,
or vice versa, simply because they realized that they could—
which was particularly interesting as it raised notions of State
employees going against the rules and regulations they are
meant to be governing by. I am very eager to eventually redo this installation at a less tumultuous time, to see what a
much larger group of people bring to the table.
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Whatsapp World
Whatsapp is an American message and media sharing service that is used extensively by millions of people around the
world. While iMessage and other platforms take up a chunk
of Whatsapp’s potential user base, the platform is definitely the most publicly available and commonly used service in
India, among many other countries. For many international
students here in America, Whatsapp is the easiest go-to service to call home. While in India, Whatsapp has become the
platform on which people from every realm of society engage
with each other.
Over the past 5-7 years, I have often come across the term
“whatsapp university”—which refers to (usually factually incorrect and wildly conspiracy-theory-based) information that
has been passed through the application from person to person, and is eventually considered to be viable and accurate.
From theories about various actors and actresses and their
love lives to the ‘true’ origin of certain politicians, Whatsapp
has left no stone unturned. When one comes across somebody who has been convinced of one of these wild theories
through the app, we say that they have been studying at
whatsapp university, trying to secure a degree in fake news.
(facing page)
A typical Whatsapp
‘good-morning-forward’ as
received and furthered by
millions of people in India
every morning.
Many friends of mine receive
similar images from their
relatives quite regularly.

Most of this exchange happens through Whatsapp forwards.
People receive a fairly large number of forwards every morning from their social circles—mostly just templated images
with text that reads “good-morning! May you have a blessed
day”; or “the key to happiness is peace of mind”—which the
user then mindlessly forwards to their contacts. This becomes
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such an incredibly cyclical process that the joke that was born
out of it was that if you waited for a few minutes after forwarding an image, it would probably find its way back to you.
On the 3rd of August, 2019, the state of Kashmir in northern
India was put into an indefinite lockdown. Their internet, mobility, and communication as a whole was shut down at a day’s
notice, and the government made no promises about the time
span of this tyranny. The news of this spread widely across the
country and the world, but many citizens of India were hesitant in believing the news coming out of the state—essentially because of their innate refusal to hold the government
responsible for any of their actions. Based on the mindless
sharing of media on Whatsapp, in January 2020, I speculated
on making personalized whatsapp forwards, using the same
familiar visual language to convey information about Kashmir
and the lockdown that the people of Kashmir continue to
live through. This project remained at the proposal stage—I
made an initial set of these, but chose to move forward with a
different project that I was ideating on simultaneously—but
I was excited about the form and concept with this project,
and so I decided to include it in this book.

(facing page)
An attempt to use the visual
language of the Whatsapp
forwards; and to subvert the
information in it by adding
important facts about the
lockdown in Kashmir.
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Yelling at a Form
Yelling at a Form is a short exercise that I undertook during
the initial stages of James Goggin’s XYZ: Graphic Design in
Space class in Fall 2020. I was in the middle of a harrowing
application process—to get my Overseas Citizen of India
card—at the time, and used this exercise to vent some of my
frustrations at the format.
I used the DS-11 form—which is the ‘Application for a New
Passport’ form—as issued by the American government;
and replaced all the text on the form with a rant that I wrote
about the tyrannical nature of application forms. At a distance, the form looks identical to the original format, but on
closer inspection, one can see the replaced text and read it as
a narrative as one goes through the form.

(facing page)
The text that I wrote, and
used to replace all the text
in the form as shown in
the next spread.
(next page)
Detail of the form with my
text inserted.
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I am terrified of forms. I hate looking at them.
A form is a carrier of information. A form is an interrogator. A form
is a privilege. A form is an emotional moment. It is a means to an
end. It is a form of oppression. It is a part of a system. It is powerful. A form is congested. It is a struggle for space. The space in
forms are demands. They are waiting to be filled. A form categorizes. It creates a divide. What are the spaces in a form? They are the
representations of opportunity. Or the lack thereof. They are the
notion of possibility. Or the lack thereof. They are the portrayals
of an unstable future. Last year, 986.851 people newly applied for
American citizenship. The number grows by 200,000 every year
now. While applying for my passport I was told I must produce two
photographs of myself from each year of my life that I spent outside
America. I was told that I could be rejected based on this, so the
photographs better be clear. Forms are deliberately cluttered. They
are made to confuse and intimidate the applicant. Forms help the
powerful maintain their position in society. They are divisive tools
that aid in the act of othering by keeping people out. This form is
both the gateway, as well as the barrier in front of the gate—stopping people from feeling like they belong. Somewhere, there is a
person sitting at a tiny desk in a crowded office, sorting through a
pile of similar forms, taking only minutes to determine the outcome
of hundreds of lives. If one does not conform to what is deemed to
be the basic standard of life, most forms would be impossible to fill
for them. Forms are made to keep people living within the frameworks of an institution that they have absolutely zero control over.
One must come from a conventional family set up, and be able to
produce all the documents and paperwork required to prove this.
And in case one cannot, there is nothing to be done. The notion
that a sheet of paper can not only define who gets to live and die,
but that the decision makers are often other humans (who much
like anybody else could be going through things in their own life)
makes this process—amongst many other choice words—a joke.
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On Erasure
“ In this era of global capital triumphant, to keep
responsibility alive in the reading and teaching
of the textual is at first sight impractical. It
is, however, the right of the textual to be so
responsible, responsive, answerable.”
Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak
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Still from an advertisement
for Lifestraw, showing children
in Africa (specific location not
mentioned) using the product
to purify and drink from a
bucket of dirty water.
State of Urgency exhibition at
Brown University, 2020.

A few weeks ago, I was asked to join
an ‘in-person class’ (an anomaly during the pandemic we are living through),
near Brown University’s central green—to walk around the campus and its
surrounding areas, identifying and documenting the various monuments and
memorials that are built in and around it. We walked around for a few hours,
before ending the session with a discussion about what we had seen and what
we understood from all of it—but before breaking off to go back home, our
professor asked if we might take the time to walk with him down to Brown
University’s Granoff Center for the Creative Arts, in Providence, Rhode
Island, where he had heard about a new exhibition that had just been curated
and displayed. We trudged along, catching the last few moments of sunlight,
and approached the Granoff Center building. What I saw next, however,
swung me through a wide range of emotions and made me think of a number
of other projects, initiatives, and discussions I had come across and had in
the months before—and it led me to think seriously again about the politics
of protest, resistance and representation.
1
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The State of Urgency art exhibition opened in the Cohen Gallery at the Granoff in early October, 2020,
featuring a collection of “Protest Posters created for the Rhode Island
Community” by the Print Like You Give A Damn Press! Collective.2
The exhibition wasn’t open for in-person visitors due to the COVID-19
pandemic, but instead, could be viewed through the large west-facing
windows that went from the floor to the ceiling. From those windows,
a collage of colorful prints and posters can be seen on the opposing wall
with slogans like “Black Lives Matter,” and “Vote Now!” along with
monitors screening videos of the artists, the various processes that they
undertook to print all the posters that were exhibited, interspersed with
footage of them handing out some of these posters at a Black Lives
Matter protest in Providence, and also of their collective being interviewed by the local media while they were at it. The words “RISE UP”
are cleaved by the far wall using large acrylic letters. Near the window,
stacks of prints are available for a closer look. Print Like You Give A
Damn Press! Collective is “a small group of local artists who gathered
together to support and respond to ongoing social movements artistically.” Clearly, there are many things to commend about their initiative—
beginning with their initial decision to make these posters for a community that was looking for tools to visibilize dissent—and there can be
little doubt that the collective certainly started off with the right intentions in mind. They wanted to provide an opportunity for people taking
part in the protest to hold up signs that would help them convey their
sentiments. The posters are well designed, and definitely well printed,
and the effort to get them out during the protests is also one that must
be lauded, as any addition to the size and impact of crowds during
protests is considered a boon.
I do respect the idea of a print
collective looking to use their resources and skills to make posters for
important protests and movements. What I am uncertain of, however,
and therefore wish to think through, is the need for the existence of such

Paperwork

(next page)
The exhibition, with its
elegent lighting and
crisp-looking prints was
certainly a visual treat.
However, the multiple piles
of prints that were never to
be touched was an odd
component, the addition
of which I didn't quite
understand.
1. XYZ: Graphic Design in
Space, taught by James
Goggin.
2. The Collective is made up of
10 artists from the area that
banded together in a time of
violent social unrest all over
the country, that broke out after it reached a tipping point
just weeks before this. George
Perry Floyd Jr. was an African
American man murdered by
police during an arrest after
a store clerk alleged he had
passed a counterfeit $20 bill
in Minneapolis.
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an elaborately displayed exhibition of their initiative. To begin with,
the posters capture a moment in time of an ongoing movement that is
nowhere close to over, and so to display it as a victory in this excessive,
elaborate display seems slightly preemptive.3 The posters are all shiny
and crisp (presumably having been printed specifically for the purposes
of this exhibition event); they are inaccessible to the viewers (thereby
making the many extra posters that have been printed and stacked on
small tables in the room useless and a waste of money and resources);
they appear to contribute nothing concrete for the movements that they
are supposedly meant to be furthering. The screens put up on display
show footage of the artists having a great time printing their work, and
the small paragraph of text that appears in vinyl print, under the title
of the exhibition on the window, speaks about the collective and the
incredible work they did to make these posters “for the community.”
Even though I appreciated the good intentions and vast effort that went
into this project, I began to worry about and question this performative
act of ‘support’ being showcased as a ‘courageous act’ of ‘giving the
movement a platform.’ Perhaps these concerns arose because of recent
readings and discussions in classes that have now prompted me to stop
looking at all ‘humanitarian’ design projects undertaken, even with the
best of intentions, as undeniably good—I am now always alert to thinking about the implications of such acts, that sometimes inadvertently
result in more negative long-term impacts that may finally overshadow
any immediate good that it sets out to do.
Perhaps I should start by considering the implications of a project that (cl)aims to give a movement like
Black Lives Matter4 a platform. What kind of platform have they been
given in this case? What does a passerby take away from this exhibition?
Other than the idea that a small group of artists in Rhode Island decided
to spend some time printing these posters and handing them out, perhaps
showing their support for or interest in the movement, I do believe that
it does not achieve anything spectacular at all. The exhibition does not
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speak about the ideology or the beliefs of the movement. It does not
touch upon the hardships that black people in America face on a daily
basis, or talk about police brutality and the causes that the community
have come together against. What it might end up doing, however, is
rather ridiculously propagate the idea that making a poster and ‘showing
support’ for the movement will solve all their problems, displaying in
the process an entirely false and exaggerated narrative of success. The
screens that display video footage of the artists making and printing the
posters could have been a great site to display information or imagery
directly related to the movement—but instead, it seems that it looks to
glorify the artists and their ‘outreach’ to the community by handing out
the posters they made. These gestures and possibilities, or the lack of
them, is what really began to catch my attention the longer I stood there.
There is also something to be said here about Brown University and the
decision to host this exhibition at one of their facilities.5 This allows the
institution to claim a ‘brazen’ political action in providing a platform for
an apparently controversial movement, while still remaining passive and
actually politically neutral by not highlighting the histories and the many
contemporary battles of the movement but instead allowing for some
supporters of it to exhibit their peripheral role in it in a rather confusingly
posh, and exclusive, set up—one that definitely takes the viewer further
away from the hardships of the movement, and into a comfortable space
where they might feel relaxed and indeed distanced from it. The Brown
Daily Herald posted an article about the show in which they said that
one of the members of the print collective said that the message of the
show was to “find your voice and do something; find your voice and say
something. And rise up,”...“I would say the foundational and fundamental points of the exhibition is to showcase how we have been witnesses
and how we have created work and narrative as record keepers.” This
really got me thinking—is the exhibition remaining true to any of this?
Is it really calling for anyone to act and do anything at all? Is there not,
also, a contradiction between the two avowals, one that wishes to inspire
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3. While I understand the need
to show the community the
efforts being made to further
the movement, I question the
need to document and promote these actions just a few
weeks after the protests that
they were supporting; and the
validity of their statements
of intent.
4. Black Lives Matter is a decentralized political and social
movement protesting against
incidents of police brutality
and all racially motivated
violence against black people.
5. The University reached
out to the Collective, after
noticing their work, and
offered them this platform.
While I cannot be entirely sure
of the exchanges that took
place between the Collective
and the University; I can think
of numerous ways in which
the space could have been
used to give the movement
itself a platform, rather than
attempting to show people
that they could rise up and
take action themselves (as
the artists claimed was the
intention of this display).
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viewers to ‘rise up,’ and the other that sees themselves as ‘witnesses’ and
‘record keepers’, if there is no material in the exhibition that provides the
necessary information about the movement being witnessed that would
then inform and inspire others to join the protest? Would it not then run
the danger of becoming an empty gesture, one that could (or should) be
seen as a chance for the high-class upper echelons of an institution to
erase or blatantly cover up its struggles with the ideas of inclusion and
diversity, without actually making much of a difference? What was the
need to spend the (presumably) large amounts of money on making this
elaborate exhibition come to life, without perhaps adequately thinking
through its impact and implications, despite good intentions?
These thoughts, questions and
doubts began to circulate in my head as I spent more and more time
thinking about the exhibition and its fallout—and I began to relate them
to other ‘humanitarian’ initiatives that I had been reading about in the
preceding months. One such project that came to mind is the concept
behind the advertising of Lifestraw—a water-purification device that
is manufactured and sold by the Swiss company Vestergaard.

Lifestraw employees working to
distribute their product in Ghana.
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Vestergaard Frandsen—former
CEO of the company he named after himself—once said that his product
is ingenious because “every human had the ability to suck.” 6 By this he
meant that the apparent ‘simplicity’ of his company’s product—a straw
like filtration device that can be used to drink clean water directly from
dirty or otherwise contaminated water bodies and/or sources—made it
accessible and therefore a viable solution for all human beings in need
of clean drinking water above the age of three. Now villagers in remote
areas of Africa, refugees living on boats, and the vast rural population
in India, amongst other underprivileged groups, could all gain access to
drinking water, thereby solving all of their problems and saving their
lives—claimed the maniacal businessman. It is of course very important
to note here, again, that the intentions of the company in choosing to
tackle this immense problem of the lack of clean water for consumption
in many rural areas of the globe cannot be viewed negatively. These are
areas that require urgent attention that they are not currently receiving,
and so any involvement and visibility is good for the cause.7 However,
what makes the involvement of Frandsen’s company problematic is the
framing of what their product hopes to do for its target demographic—
the proposed notion that giving people a method, rather bestial-in-nature, to suck clean water out of a contaminated body is going to solve
all their (even just water-related) crises. But what this framing is now in
danger of doing is giving an opportunity to the world at large to dismiss
and erase them from all public discourse on poverty and the shortfall of
basic amenities in the daily lives of the poorest communities. The world
might then be able to say that since all the water issues of the abject
poverty-stricken have been adequately ‘handled,’ such people living in
terrible conditions in immensely harsh climates can now be written into
the history books as whose problems have been solved by those better
off than them—and this is really what I wish to think about more deeply
in my paper. Humanitarian projects, even with the most correct intentions and concern, do in fact have the ability to do more damage than

A photograph from a Lifestraw
advertisment, NatGeo Mag, 2015.
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6. While this was obviously
said as a slightly humorous,
lighter moment, it reflects the
crass nature of the initiative.
7. While this is true, it does
not excuse the quality of the
efforts that are made for the
betterment of the people. Any
small step claiming to help
the underprivileged is often
met with extreme praise, before any amount of scrutiny.
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good. They have the dangerous potential to erase the very people that
they claim to be working for, and leave them lost in the world with a
temporary and sometimes even demeaning solution that has little or no
impact on a bulk of their lives.
While launching the Lifestraw
and to promote the product, one of the pioneers of the organization and
a lead scientist at Vestergaard Dr. Ruiz-Tiben got television crews to
film him drinking out of various canals in Copenhagen and ended the
segment by drinking the water from a public bathroom. “That was
awful,” he admitted, posthumously. “It was a ladies’ toilet, and they put
in some odor chemical to make it smell better, and LifeStraw doesn’t
take out chemicals. And the canals have salt from the seawater. It can’t
filter that, so I drank a lot of salt,” said Tiben, almost mocking the very
people that Vestergaard had been working tirelessly to ‘save.’ 8 Vestergaard is representative of a huge number of businesses that are interested in combining ‘doing business with doing good,’ as Frandsen describes his company to be doing. To the incredibly fast moving modern
world, his story stands out for a brief moment as a tale of one man nobly
attempting to improve the lives of millions of people—but with even a
slightly detailed inquiry, a lot of these claims drastically fall apart. To
begin with, the Lifestraw doesn’t look to solve the very real problems
that the remote populations it targets deal with every day. It doesn’t look
to eradicate the concept of living in filth—but only to try and make that
experience slightly ‘better,’ whatever that might mean. Not only does
the product ignore the fact that a majority of its so called ‘target audiences’ live in areas where the closest source of water is more than ten
miles away (if one were to arguably use the home filtration device that
Vestergaard has attempted to promote as an alternative or more substantial solution for households that live without access to clean running
water). Also, in most of these societies and cultures, the burden of labor
falls on the shoulders of the women of the house—which means that the
product would add more work to their lives. But most importantly, it
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Lifestraw advertisment displaying
their purification device in use.

may do these communities that they are hoping to help more damage
by globally embedding the idea that these people are meant to be where
they are, and that the only thing that needs to change is perhaps their
way of coping with their deprivations—which in the case of clean water
can be altered through ‘ingenious’ inventions like the Lifestraw.
However, it is a rather complex
situation, because it is not as if Lifestraw does not have a basic amount
of credibility in the scientific sense. The portable water purifier removes
bacteria and viruses that cause many common stomach diseases—major
killers in the developing world—and simply requires the user to dip the
31-centimetre-long plastic tube into a water source and suck. That does,
at least on the face of it, sound like a magic cure. But when asked if their
product would be used in the West, the company was very hesitant to
respond; they stated that it might be used in emergency situations but
was not for the Western world as ‘we’ are ‘used’ to a certain standard
of living. Do they then not think that the developing areas in which they
are deploying their product deserve a better life? Perhaps one day not
needing such a ridiculous product to drink water through? They dodged
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8. The company’s positioning
of themselves as the saviors
of their target demographic is
endlessly problematic, and is
the root of many of the things
that they got wrong in this
attempt. The idea that people
living in rural areas are incapable of coming up with their
own methods of purification
is questionable to begin with.
If, however, there is an argument to be made for the need
for assistance from companies
like Vestergaard, I argue that
that should be looking to
make an impact on an exponentially larger scale. They
should be looking at ways
to provide purified running
water for rural areas, much
like we enjoy in urban settings. The should be looking
to bring these people away
from the conditions that allow
for products like Lifestraw to
even be conceived.
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these questions, and Vestergaard Frandsen (at his diplomatic best),
claimed that this is a “small company that sells only three products.”
However, for a company that claims to aim to “put an end to the needless suffering of millions,” perhaps it would be best to reconsider the
implications of their actions, and the validity of the ‘small company’
statement, considering their twelve (or possibly more) offices spanning countries all across the world. These kinds of products and the
publicity that comes with them—Vestergaard has never been short
of public praise and the limelight—are good for the companies that
make them, but may be quite terrible for the ‘communities’ that they
look to target. The company shot to fame in the first year after the
launch of the Lifestraw winning the Saatchi & Saatchi Award for
World Changing Ideas, Esquire’s Innovation of the Year Award, the
Well-Tech Award for Innovative Technology and Time’s Best Invention Award. The Lifestraw was also listed by Forbes as one of Ten
Things That Will Change the Way We Live in 2006 and it was a
finalist in the 2005 INDEX: Design Awards—but there are questions
that remain. Could the product, and the prizes, be sending the message that the afflicted and rural communities of the world can never
aspire to change their own condition by demanding more resources
at base, but only have to learn to adapt to it better? 9 That they should
never dream of having a pure stream of clean running water in their
homes, but only of how to better utilize technological inventions by
gaining the ability to drink contaminated water in a safe way? Is their
advertising of their product as a solution to the dirty drinking water
disaster of poverty-stricken communities signaling to them that all
they need to do is give up on the idea of development, and focus on
surviving their state of poverty and impoverishment, with help from
clever products from the First World? But they are literally bringing
the rural populations to their knees (to bend down and drink water
from a dirty river, perhaps) with this product!
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(facing page)
Cover detail from Refugee
Magazine, 2014.
9. Awards given by the United
Nations, and other such
bodies, are perceived to be
substantial and impactful.
One might see some of
the awards being given to
Lifestraw, and come to rather
incorrect conclusions about
the real world impact that the
product has had.
10. Grey Room is a peer-reviewed academic journal
published quarterly, in print
and online, by the MIT Press.
Founded in 2000, it includes
work in the fields of architecture, art, media, and politics.
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In Grey Room 61,10 under the
section titled The New Universalism: Refuges and Refugees between
Global History and Voucher Humanitarianism, Daniel Bertrand Monk
and Andrew Herscher write that “With the consolidation and expansion
of humanitarianism as an explicit political project, especially after the
Second World War, attention to the plight of the working class through
the slums they inhabited developed into attention to the plight of the
displaced through the shelters they were provided. The mass displacements and numerous forced migrations of the twentieth century thereby
transformed the modern era into what Michel Agier calls a “century of
camps,” during which expertise in the provision of temporary shelter
and humanitarian government was increasingly forced to contend with
the permanence of the impermanent. In so doing,” they continued, “the
very categories by means of which humanitarianism has come to identify
and classify the recipients of its efforts—“refugees,” “internally displaced
people,” “asylum seekers,” and so on—were based on spatial conditions
and circumstances of homelessness.11 The turn from “relief” to “development” in humanitarianism during the 1970s and 1980s only intensified
the field’s focus on housing, with proper forms of residence posed as

A rural refugee settlement in India,
Grey Room, Iss. 61, 2012
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preventative measures against the threats and dangers of disaster.”
While Monk and Herscher were writing about the focus on housing, I
was particularly drawn to their idea of the ‘permanence of the impermanent.’ I am interested in the reduction of these people’s problems to the
literal concept of homelessness. The idea that simply providing a roof
over their heads would be solving all of their lives’ problems—and this
is where I would like to emphasize the argument that I am trying to
make—not only is mere representation nowhere close to enough of a
solution; but that misrepresentation is a form of erasure. One does not
simply ‘solve’ a peoples’ problem by giving them an arguably smart
new instrument to bypass it as a solution, and then use this invention
as an opportunity to garner worldwide recognition and money—pretending to be a heroic figure12 to impoverished communities—in fact,
more than anything, this could end up helping the First World to more
conveniently overlook the immense disparity in the condition of their
daily lives in comparison to these communities, pat each other on the
back for a job well done, and go back to their castles and continue to
live their lives thinking all along that they have fulfilled their philanthropic obligations to the poor. These so-called solutions are not at all
sustainable—they are never permanent, and also almost always live the
life cycle of a flashy new toy that will find itself in the trash can within
weeks or months, if not days. But more importantly, they are just not
honourable, because they do not give poorer communities the respect
all humans deserve. They allow us, instead, to believe that we are
“doing our part,” and really drive home the (almost literal) metaphor
that beggars (in our Western privileged purview) cannot be choosers.
These initial, and often stunted
gestures and decisions to reduce and flatten people were then magnified
by the once new, and now common trope of “voucher humanitarianism.” Since the prospect of providing refugees with ‘shelter’ became a
highly disputed and controversial subject, many organizations added
the idea of providing credit and debit cards, and ‘mobile money’ for

Informal settlement (foreground) on perimeter of
Dagahaley refugee camp, Kenya, 2009.
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11. The argument here, is that
classifying the social groups
and ‘classes’ of society that
these projects target, only
further solidifies their place in
the world. We should not be
looking to cement refugees as
refugees.
12. Also known as white knight
syndrome, savior complex occurs when individuals feel
good about themselves only
when helping someone, believe their job or purpose is to
help those around them, and
sacrifice their own interests
and well-being in the effort to
aid another. Many attempts
to ‘help’ refugees, immigrants,
and other marginalized
groups of people are born
out of a savior complex, and
therefore fail to study and
scrutinize the impacts of the
actions outside of the obvious
immediate effect.
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housing allowances—all still aiming to achieve the same result—erasure.
Once we provide these groups of people with shelter over their heads
and some capitalist devices that will function as momentary relief, they
are now eligible to be forgotten. To the rest of the world, they have been
‘helped’ and therefore the givers can move on and never look back at
them—I believe this is summed up incredibly in one of the sections of
the paper in which Monk and Herscher say that “The term shelter can
never tell the politics of the story, of the refugee, or of the critic. No one
ever demands only shelter. No one is ever displaced from shelter, that
neutral basic human need. House, housing, shelter are always already
imbricated with religious, political, social, and economic meaning. The
historically loaded word shelter hides those dimensions through which
displacement is imagined and redressed. The term shelter reserves only
a neutral entry point for the critic.”
Criticizing humanitarian design
projects or initiatives is a particularly tricky realm to find oneself in—
since in most cases, they are presented as very noble initiatives, often
charitable in nature, that could only ever benefit the subject(s) or target
group at hand. It is difficult (and perhaps displeasing) to think about
how such an initiative may fall short, or do more damage to a people or
a movement than it does them good. I shall use a final example now to
demonstrate this, I hope, in the simplest possible manner.
Coco is an animated film produced by Walt Disney Pictures that was made and released in America
in the year 2017. The story follows a 12-year-old boy named Miguel
who is accidentally transported to the Land of the Dead, where he seeks
the help of his deceased musician great-great-grandfather to return him
to his family among the living and to reverse his family’s ban on music.
While it was an extremely pleasurable and entertaining movie to watch,
more detailed analyses of the film left me thinking about the repercussions of some of the decisions taken during its making. Hector, who is
an important supporting character in Coco, is seen struggling to make

(facing page)
At various instances, occurring
throughout the course of the
film, characters are shown to
be waiting, hoping, pleading,
or dreading the interactions
that they have with officials
behind a desk. This incredibly
familiar imagery immediately
strikes home for anyone that
has spent time at an airport,
amongst many other spaces
in which similar circumstances
arise. However, what is
particularly interesting to
me is that the film seems to
preach the idea that one must
strive to find loopholes in this
system, and that that is the
only possible way to navigate
past them successfully.
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his way from the Land of the Dead to the Land of the Living; and while
doing so, faces extreme resistance and multiple accounts of denial, via a
kind of immigration process that greatly resembles the systems we have
in place today. There are certain conditions and rules that have been set
in place in the animated world that we traverse through in the film, which
Hector fails to meet continuously, until right at the end, when a series
of fortunate events align in order to let him slip through the cracks and
surpass the system that had been holding him back all along.13
What struck me immediately was
the lack of acknowledgment on their part of a system that is so clearly
unfair and evil: keeping loved ones apart and tearing their lives to shreds.
The system is shown to be terrifying, and all of the steps to be negotiated
in it are shown parallel to contemporary immigration and border control
realities. After having shown the many horrors of such a system through
the course of the film, Hector is reunited with Coco (his daughter and the
eponymous third protagonist), only because Miguel manages to sneak a
photograph of him back into the Land of the Living, therefore allowing
for the reunion to take place. The film then ends with a tearful and very
joyous reunion, and the promise of happier times ahead. Now, even
though I, much like most of the people that watched the film, absolutely
loved it—I was immersed and connected to each character, and the story
arc was impressive to say the least—I later sat down and considered an
alternate view. Coco, while talking about hope and perseverance and
how love and the will to be close to family can break down almost any
barrier no matter how impossible it may seem, completely ignores the
incredibly terrifying and inhumane systems that it casually references
and moves on from. Now, arguably the film may not have set out to
increase awareness about or to problematize these systems in the first
place, but recreating them as accurately as they chose to while still
remaining silent about the real world implications of those systems, is
in itself problematic for me. If nothing else, they are normalizing the
idea that these systems exist, and are just something that we must
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The movie has a very
fascinating relationship
with documents, and their
significance and impact on
people’s lives. Coco, 2018.

navigate in our lives. The fact that nobody in the entire film challenges
the systems in any form and that everybody seems to be ready to go to
any extent to successfully negotiate them is damaging in many ways—
but most importantly, because it gives the viewers a false narrative: as
long as the possibility of slipping through the cracks exists, it is alright
to have these systems built around us—and the hope that anyone can be
that anomaly and pass through the system successfully is dangerous, if
not very simply, a lie.
The reason that I chose to write
about Coco alongside the other projects that I have discussed so far in
this text is to show the dangers that come along with not considering
the repercussions of each and every action that we take in the pursuit
of what we often sincerely think is doing good for others. In today’s
frenetic world, it is extremely difficult to grab peoples’ attention, under
most circumstances. Therefore, to be able to draw attention to the plight
of others, or to aid the target groups in any way, is certainly a tremendous challenge—one that should be approached with extreme caution
and wisdom. The steps one takes to support movements and help the
deprived can often end up backfiring and leaving the people or move-

Paperwork

13. Fellow MFA candidate Ryan
Diaz introduced me to the
Youtuber eliquorice, who presented a fascinating analysis
of the movie, that helped me
articulate and inform this
section of the essay. As
@FrancescaBertoglio says in
a comment under the video,
“I came for coco but I stayed
for the deep analysis of our
borders and how we live with
them.” I could not have put it
any better myself.
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ments either being misrepresented, or even worse, unconsciously contributing to their erasure. Similar to the Lifestraw solution for poor drinking
water, and the poster exhibition at Brown for the BLM movement, Coco
chooses to touch upon a subject that is definitely worth bringing up and
discussing, but does nothing beyond showing—or just referencing— the
process or the root problem itself. The point that I struggled with the most
is the idea that visibility can be a form of erasure. How can one be aiding
in the erasure of a group of people while actively setting out to do the
opposite? Clearly, when one decides to take on the role of a ‘humanitarian’ designer, there is a tremendous responsibility that comes with it. The
responsibility to consider the implications of their work—whether they
will be seen as mere outsiders, commenting from a distance and making
their own conclusions; or whether their work will actually give people a
false notion of what is ‘enough’ to be done. It is not enough to know that
the Black Lives Matter movement exists. It is not enough to just provide
‘shelter’ or credit cards to refugees and believe that their troubles have
been taken care of. It is not enough to just invent a high-school science
project-like solution to solve the world’s clean water crisis. It is dangerous to highlight systems of oppression in an animated film and to never
acknowledge the implications and immensely destructive potential of
these systems. The responsibility that comes with undertaking a noble
cause is immense, and arguably overwhelming. But we cannot let it
overshadow the reasons behind these undertakings; and we must never
ignore them either. I hope to be able to keep all these complicated and
winding intricacies in mind while building-out my practice from here
onwards. I hope that I can do them justice.
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Statue of Impunity
Political scientist and anthropologist James C. Scott says that
“The utopian, immanent, and continually frustrated goal of
the modern state is to reduce the chaotic, disorderly, constantly changing social reality beneath it to something more
closely resembling the administrative grid of its observations.” His writing has really helped me to frame my thoughts
about state control and systemic damage.
In response to a prompt in James Goggin’s class XYZ—Graphic
Design in Space, I was researching statues and monuments
built by governments—and in India, it’s quite hard to speak
about statues without focusing on the Statue of Unity.
Standing at 700 feet tall, the statue of eminent Indian politician Sardar Vallabhai Patel, is four times the height of the
Statue of Liberty, and towers over the Narmada Valley in the
state of Gujarat in India. I was struck by the gigantic scale of
the project—which, of course, was born out of a need to be
able to boast about having built the world’s tallest statue in
(facing page/top)
The Statue of Unity—located
in Gujarat, in India—is a giant
statue of Indian statesman
and independence activist
Vallabhbhai Patel. He was
the first Deputy Prime
Minister and Home Minister
of independent India and an
adherent of Mahatma Gandhi
during the nonviolent Indian
Independence movement.
(facing page/bottom)
The villages situated in the
vicinity of the statue are now
under water, as a result of the
tremendous Sardar Sarovar
Dam that was released in an
attempt to ‘beautify’ the area
around the statue.

India. However, what was unsurprisingly not reported is the
impact that such a monstrous structure had on the area that
it now occupies, and the people that used to call that area
home. In order to beautify the area around the statue, the
Government of India decided to open up the Sardar Sarovar
Dam, one of India’s largest dam projects, resulting in the two
villages of Limdi and Navagaon to be submerged under water.
The villagers, approximately 2,500 in number, were given little
to no notice to evacuate and leave their entire lives behind—
and to this date, several years since the statue’s completion,
are still waiting to be relocated, living in temporary camps set
up for them in the middle of the desert.
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The government, though, through their control of the Indian
media, managed to keep most of this information hidden
from national news, thereby using the media as an opaque
layer between them and the lives that they ruined.
Working with frequent collaborator Sumanth Krishna—currently pursuing a Masters in Architecture here at RISD—we
reimagined the memorial to Patel, this time making sure to
include a narrative of the people whose lives the statue displaced, by encasing 2500 human figures in a glass pedestal,
A small section of the Sardar
Sarovar Dam, before the
construction of the statue.
(facing page)
In our re-imagined version
of the memorial, the statue
stands on the heads of the
villagers that were displaced
by its construction. They are
enclosed in a glass casing and
submerged under water, as a
reference to their villages that
are now similarly submerged.

under the statue’s feet, and submerging them in water, inside this case. We then wrote a kind of eulogy to their lives,
and developed this 3d experience that one must walk around
the gigantic structure to read. I am working on embedding
this virtual world into a website, so that visitors can freely
move about the space and learn about the impact that it had.
Finally, the website will prompt the viewer to better use the
120 rupees that it costs to visit the compound of the Statue,
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We decided to give the statue
a saffron finish to signify the
blatant political motive behind
the project. The Bharaitya
Janata Party, who embody the
saffron hues reflected in the
statue, used it to fuel patriotic
emotions in their supporters.
They spent invaluable State
money on the project, and
were characteristically entirely
ignorant of the thousands
of lives that they ruined as a
result of various decisions that
they made.
(facing page)
Our initial visual explorations;
thinking about the gigantic
size of the statue, compared
to the average human body.
We attempted to calculate
how many human bodies
could fit in the volume of the
statue, and experimented with
recreating the statue using
that number of bodies.
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by donating it to the Narmada Bachao Andolan—an activist
group that works towards relocating and advocating for the
lives of people displaced by State-sanctioned projects in the
area.
While I went through an extremely extensive process to get
to this point in the project, I was left questioning a lot about
my own work and the ethics of making it. Am I appropriating these peoples’ struggle to make a grad school project? I
was never submerged under water due to the impact of the
statue—so do I even have the right to make this work? And
honestly, I don’t have an answer to this. I am struggling with
it, but decided that I should articulate this struggle to give
you an idea of where I am right now.
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Effective Immediately
After being ushered into our homes for the first lockdown
back in March 2020, I got into a routine of going for evening
walks everyday, to ensure I got some fresh air. I began by going on short socially-distanced-walks with one or two people,
but eventually started to explore more of the city by myself.
I walked to areas I hadn’t visited before, and tried not to repeat routes as much as I could. The walks were terrifying at
first—seeing usually busy streets and large public spaces
empty was extremely unsettling. Gradually, though, I began
to notice smaller things—like the ‘temporary public library’
(a tiny bookshelf that somebody in a neighbouring street
put outside their house to share books with others). And finally, after several weeks of walking around, I began to think
through a ‘graphic design lens’—every business that I walked
past had now resorted to makeshift temporary signage (usually a sheet of paper) hung outside their door or shopfront to
inform their customers about their new ‘quarantine setup.’ I
was initially fascinated by the small illustrations or symbols
people had made to convey their irritation or urgency in the
sign; but eventually started to focus on the language used in
them, and the urgency that they reflected.
Arun Kumar, in Studying the Language of Protest, talks about
how “..the words are not coming from a thesaurus or being
(facing page)
A poster I made using the
images of temporary signage
that I took while walking
around Providence during the
first lockdown. This poster was
made in Katherine and Chris
Sleboda’s class called Newly
Formed, in Spring 2020.

pulled out of a dictionary. It is an expression of the inner workings of a mind that is not at ease with itself.” I often refer to
his writings about protests in India through the years—and
I am fascinated by the urgency that has the power to unite
people. As I walked past more and more temporary signage
in Providence, I decided to create an archive of the signs put
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up by small business owners in the wake of this pandemic. By

continents by stripping the contents of the signs and display-

creating this archive, I thought, I would be able to then study

ing them behind the images that are displayed.

the language used in them. I was not entirely sure where
the project was headed at the time, but I decided that that

Effective Immediately is the first of a trilogy of projects

was okay. Gradually, I started to think about other cities and

based on the pandemic and our response to it. I carried out

small businesses all over the world. They too must have been

the second project this semester, by organizing a postcard/

compelled to put out these urgent signs? Would they be using similar language? Similar paper? What else could I learn
by putting all of this signage together?—all of these questions led to the making of effectiveimmediately.com—a
(facing page)
Assorted images of the signs
that I was drawn to. I was
particularly interested in how
they represent the state of
their business, the area, the
city, country, and even the
world at the time.

website that archives temporary emergency covid signage
from cities across the world including Providence, New Delhi,
London, and San Francisco. The website allows one to compare them visually, and then analyze their language and the
common tropes that can be found across different cities and

(next page)
The website that I built to
display the images of signage
that I colected in Providence,
juxtaposed with signage from
various cities from all over the
world—documented and sent
to me by friends of mine who
were kind enough to venture
out of their houses and help
me with this project.
I isolated the language from
the signs, and used it as a
background for the images.

memory exchange between members of the RISD community. I asked people to write a Providence-pandemic-memory on
a postcard intended to be sent to a stranger. Once completed,
I will collect the postcards, make random pairs, and send them
to all the participants so they each receive a postcard from a
stranger. This project is meant to be the mid-way through the
pandemic stage; while the third and final leg of the trilogy will
(hopefully) be post-pandemic.
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Amitava Kumar is the author of several works of
nonfiction and three novels. His last novel Immigrant,
Montana (2018) was on the list of most “notable books
of the year” at the New York Times and The New Yorker.
His writing has appeared in Granta, The New Statesman,
Guardian, Harper’s, The New Yorker, Vanity Fair, and
numerous other publications. He has been awarded a
Guggenheim Fellowship and other honors, including
residencies at Yaddo, MacDowell, and the Bellagio Center.
Kumar teaches at Vassar College in upstate New York.

RBM

[Romik Bose Mitra]
Hello! Thank you so much for being here, I am so excited to dive
right in to this interview.
AK

[Amitava Kumar]
Absolutely my pleasure, Romik. I am eager to see what you
have to say, and to see how I will be able to contribute. So let’s
not waste any time, let’s get right to it!

Amitava at Vassar College, 2018.
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Fantastic! The place where I’d like to start is to talk about what
you see yourself as—you have so many different ‘roles’ that you
have played—a writer, an educator, and a journalist, to name just
a few. So what do you see yourself as, today?
AK

1. It’s interesting that this
phrasing of blurring the
boundaries comes up in both
the interviews I conducted as
a part of this thesis. Part of the
appeal of this program at RISD
was the interdisciplinary in the
course structure, allowing us
to branch out into areas that
we are less familiar with.
2. Refer to Debrief 1.

In my writing classes, one of the things I’m trying to teach
my students—and that will be an answer to your question—is
that the most exciting work is precisely where boundaries blur.
Here’s a book—I don’t know whether you know about this
book—it’s called Citizen, by Claudia Rankine. Now, this is a
book that was a finalist for the poetry prize. And for the criticism prize. It was the first time that a book like this was a finalist in the National Book Critics Circle Award in two completely
different categories. And there are other examples—Maggie
Nelson—or even earlier, thinking about Michael Ondaatje’s
Coming Through Slaughter. It’s a book about jazz, but it cannot
be categorized in any way. So what I have been trying to tell
my students is that the most exciting work happens at the intersection of disciplines where the categories break down. This
reminds me of a quote from Terry Eagleton (finds book in the
bookshelf behind him)—‘To be inside and outside of position at
the same time, to occupy a territory while loitering skeptically
on the boundary, is often where the most intensely creative ideas
stem from. It is a resourceful place to be, if not always a painless one.’ So, as I find my way to the answer to your question—I
am trying to position myself in everything I’m doing as a mixer
of categories. As someone who’s trying to blur the boundaries
between genres1 so that one doesn’t produce work that is bound
by a discipline, narrowly, or by understanding of conventions,
in order to be genuinely creative. So, indeed, my work is fluid. I
have a new book coming out soon which can only be defined as
partly reportage, partly memoir, and partly fiction.
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Right, yes. I am particularly interested in this blurring of genres
that you bring up. You know, the dated dichotomy of any piece of
writing being either fiction or nonfiction is slowly being phased
out in a sense, would you say?
AK

RBM

Yes absolutely. In the review of my last novel, Immigrant
Montana, in the New Yorker, the reviewer called it a ‘nonfiction novel’, which doesn’t necessarily make a lot of sense,
at first. But I do know what she was trying to say and I agree
with it for the most part. So I must say, my desire is to mess
with the categories, and to challenge those who champion and
police these boundaries. I believe that it is precisely the instability of fixed forms that generate some sort of genuine expression. An original expression takes place only under these
mixed conditions. So that is what I’m trying to do! I am not
claiming to be doing it particularly well, but it is what I work
towards, at least.

I think you do it incredibly well! Another person I interviewed
for my thesis is the anthropologist Arjun Appadurai.2 He had very
similar views on interdisciplinarity. He spoke about how the most
interesting results are found in spaces where things are forced to
collide. Speaking of places where things are forced to collide—
before I get to my next question, I’m going to give you a very
quick overview of some events that have happened in my life—to
help contextualize my interest in the areas that I am talking about.
To begin with, I was born in Gainesville, Florida, in 1994...
AK

What?! That is incredible! I too was in Gainesville, teaching
at the University of Florida from 1993 to 2000!
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Yes, I did come across this in my research leading up to this
conversation!
AK

RBM

My god, what a small world! I was in the same town. Maybe
just a few blocks away, who knows? Incredible. Okay, go on.

Yes, an incredibly small world indeed! So my father finished
his PhD at UF in ʼ95, and we moved back to India soon after. I was brought up in Delhi, and went to do my undergrad in
Bangalore in 2012. I then moved back to Delhi, worked there
for almost four years, and finally applied to graduate school
here in America. Now here’s where things really took a turn and
defined my interests in the past two years. In order to come to
America to study, I had to get a visa. Now when I applied for
this visa, I was told that I was not eligible for one, because I was
already a citizen...
AK

RBM
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...because you were born here! Aha!

Yes absolutely! And so, within a month, I found out that I had
been holding Indian citizenship illegally through most of my
life—since India doesn’t allow dual citizenship—and was told
that to be able to come here, I needed to surrender my Indian
citizenship and apply for a new American passport using my
birth certificate and other documents that I had from my time
in the States. I did all of that—which was a harrowing and difficult process that I don’t want to get into the details of right
now3—and arrived in America as a citizen who knew close to
absolutely nothing about the country I was meant to call home. I
was immediately thrust into course work at RISD, about a week
after landing on American soil, and so naturally, I began to research these concepts of citizenship and nationality, and what it
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(facing page)
In the Introduction section of
his book called A Foreigner
Carrying in the Crook of His
Arm a Tiny Bomb, Kumar
speaks about the ‘identikit’
images drawn by the Delhi
police to aid the general public
in identifying terrorists after
an attack. These images were
taken by the author while
conducting his research for
the book.
3. Refer to page 9 for a
detailed list of events.
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means to have them tossed around arbitrarily. I was interested in
what it meant to be told that I’m not Indian anymore, suddenly,
and what the repercussions of this might be. I was not Indian, I
was definitely not American, because I knew literally nothing
about this country other than what social media, movies, books,
and conversations had told me about it. And so, this experience,
that continues to unfold even as we speak here today, is the basis of my interest and the reason behind my pursuing this line of
research and questioning.
AK
4. Fake neatness is a very apt
phrase to describe borders
and documents. Documents,
or paperwork, is presented in
neat (albeit often cramped)
grids, and give off the notion
of ‘neatness.’ While the information that they demand, or
claim to hold, is anything but
neat. Reducing one’s identity
to a single line is an incredibly
difficult task to begin with, let
alone having to work around
the limited space that forms
often offer the applicant.

RBM

Definitely. That’s a very interesting analogy that makes a lot of
sense to me. So, I think one of the first things that I want to ask
you as a response to your response in a way is—how has being
away from India for so long shaped your sense of belonging?
Can one develop a belonging in a place? Or do you still always
feel like you belong to India? Or perhaps you have the ability to
feel like you belong in multiple spaces?
AK

RBM

Of course. That makes so much sense to me. I want to add that
in the same way as five minutes ago, when we were talking
about how creative thought or originality occurs outside disciplinary boundaries, what your story is illustrating to me right
now is how individual life spills over the fake neatness4 of national boundaries, that work to keep people apart and to create
divisions. And therefore, any true expression of a ‘self’ must be
messy or complicated or point towards the complications that
always attach to individual lives while negotiating institutional,
formalized, or legal boundaries that are set for us.

First, I must ask—do you drive, Romik?

I do drive, but I haven’t driven in America yet.

“ What your story is illustrating to me
right now is how individual life spills over
the fake neatness of national boundaries,
that work to keep people apart, and to
create divisions.”
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AK

5. This was a particularly important example of how State
processes and systems have
an impact on our personal
identities. This character, as
described, spends a considerable amount of time every
day thinking of hypothetical
scenarios in which they might
have to deal with authorities
and the repercussions of not
being perfectly aligned with
the State defined ways of
moving through the world.
6. Beginning with a conversation that I had with
Ijlal Muzaffar, a professor of
modern architectural history
at RISD, last semester, I have
been thinking about the idea
of an ‘outsider’ making work
about a place that they are
not physically in at the time of
doing said work. Who has the
right to do this? Who doesn’t?
Who decides who should or
should not?

RBM

Well, one of the things that happens to me when I drive is that
I always speed; and when I always speed, I have this ongoing
conversation in my head with the cop who I believe will stop
me someday. In my last novel called Immigrant Montana, the
protagonist has a conversation going on in his head in the same
way as I am trying to explain to the cop why I was speeding. In
my head I am thinking about how I might say that my wife is
giving birth, or that my child is waiting for me and that’s why
I was doing double the speed limit. The babysitter is going to
leave our house, and so I have to be home in time, etc. In my
novel, however, the protagonist is constantly imagining himself
in a courtroom, where he is always explaining to the judge and
trying to justify his being in the country.5 I thought that was an
interesting parallel to draw right now. In my own case though,
which might be a little different from the narrator, I think of
belonging itself as a sort of a nostalgic thing. It is a search. It is
an illusory search for authenticity. And authenticity is always a
red herring. See there is longing, and then there is belonging.
The longing is the heart of belonging. But for me, I think that I
have to always go and discover the limits of my knowing, and
therefore the limits of my belonging, by doing journalistic work
in India. So every year I go back6 in order to do my research,
and to find and write about stories.

Doing that is basically the point of contact that you maintain
with India? Is that how you see it?
AK

Yes, that is correct. I don’t really go back to see family like many
do, because I lost my mother a few years ago—the real thing
is really the discovery of how little I know. You know Charu
Mazumdar, the founder of the Naxalbari 7 movement—I went
to interview his son, who is also, like your mother, a Professor
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of English, though he is in Siliguri. And it was very interesting,
you know, to get a sense of what’s happening in the tea gardens
there—what are the labor issues? What do I not know about
people’s lives over there? So what I’m saying is that any idea
of complete belonging is an illusion. And for me, as a writer, I
want to discover the limits of my knowledge, which is defined
by the limits of my belonging, by returning each year to acquire
new lessons—not so that I become an ‘expert,’ but just to learn
how little I know and thereby retain a connection to the country.

7. Naxalbari uprising was
an armed peasant revolt in
1967 in the Naxalbari block
of the Siliguri subdivision
in Darjeeling district, West
Bengal, India. It was mainly
led by tribals and the radical
communist leaders of Bengal
and further developed into
Communist Party of India
(Marxist–Leninist) in 1969.

RBM

That certainly makes sense. Thank you. So in the introduction
to Passport Photos, there is a moment when you mention that
the book is not an argument for or against immigration, but it’s
a report on postcolonialism. I think there are many moments in
a program like the one I am in right now here at RISD, where
one is circling around a point, but is struggling to make it. And
so, reading that really helped me frame an answer to this ‘what
are you trying to do?’ question that kept coming up. A lot of
what I have produced here is criticism, in various forms and
mediums—and the response to criticism often becomes, ‘Oh,
you’re criticizing this? Then you must know a better way of doing it? Can you do better? Do you have a better solution? Oh
you’re criticising passports? So what’s the alternative? Do you
want to make a better designed passport? Or do you have a replacement in mind? Not sure where the question was in this, but
I would love to hear your thoughts.
AK

I hear you and I do want to respond. So let me again say that in
my case, I was actually thinking that I was producing a better
passport by making that book. There is just a very short two
page thing that I wrote that is in The New Yorker, called ‘Love
Poems for the Border Patrol.’ In that, you will see how much
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(facing page)
The cover of Kumar’s book
Passport Photos—a very
important step in my thesis
journey.
8. This story is very eerily
similar to an anecdote that
I described in Document 1;
in which my father fed me
false information about what
questions I might be asked
in a visa interview, leaving
me nervous and determined.
The difference here, though,
is that for so many people,
this isn’t something laughable
or something to joke around
with. This is the perception
of these State systems and
how people think about
them when they know they
must navigate such a system
in order to get where they
wanted to go.
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of my writing practice has been shaped by those initial meetings with immigration officers. I would find them to be exercises in humiliation really, you know, and not just for me, but
for people like you and me and everyone around that looks like
us. The other day, a student of mine—a Bangladeshi student of
mine—said that her father was told that when you go to the US
Embassy, take note of all the kinds of trees that are outside the
embassy.8 And what kind of cars they are parked because when
you go in, at the counter, they will ask you a question. That will
be a test of your intelligence and general knowledge. A simple man, a tradesman, who was taught this by another simple
man. The real story there was the effect of power—the arbitrariness of power. When you’re a part of the subaltern, power enters your life in the most horrific ways. I’m just dropping
that little anecdote to come back to my point that I thought that
when they ask you questions—where are you from? What are
you doing here? What do you want to do? Why here? Why not
there? etc. And the insinuation is that if I can’t answer all these
questions to their satisfaction, I am perhaps being deceptive and
not showing who I am. My identity remains reduced to the barest minimum. No adequate sense of my humanity is ever being transferred or translated. And so I wrote this book, instead
of that tiny passport that I carried, I wanted to have this other
passport. And so for example, the opening chapter on language.
Yeah, it starts, I think, by saying that my passport does not have
anything about language, but it is in language that I exist, sir! It
is language that defines me and how I move in it and what I do
with it that defines who the hell I am! So yeah, I was writing my
own identity, in a way. So now, when someone asks me if I have
a better solution or a replacement to the system of a passport—I
say yes! I do! Here it is. It isn’t exactly what anyone is expecting, but it is a substantial response.
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I love that. That definitely makes a lot of sense. A few months
ago, I read this book called The Design Politics of the Passport,
by Mahmoud Keshavarz. It is incidentally the book through
which I got to your book, as he refers to a passage from your
book in his! This book is really the intersection of this area of
interest—citizenship, belonging, etc—and design, both graphic, and otherwise. What I love about this book is the way he
breaks down the phrase ‘design of the passport.’ So, when I
speak about the design of the passport, I’m talking about two
things potentially—one is the literal design of it. The size, the
font that is used inside it, where what image goes etc. So, that
is the literal, the artifact itself. The second thing when I say the
design of the passport, is the design of the system within which
the power of the passport is defined.9 The system, within which
this tiny book that we carry, holds the amount of power and responsibility and depth of information that it does. So anyway,
coming back to your book—I was particularly stunned by the
simplicity of the gesture of having each of your chapters named
after the different bits of information that are offered in the one
informational-identity-defining page of the passport. What I
took away from this gesture was that it was a kind of refusal—a
refusal to reduce one’s identity to a single short dotted line, and
anything that can fit on it. And I genuinely appreciated this so
much. Identifying Marks is another incredibly interesting section in which our bodies are reduced down to this one marker—whether it’s a mark on the forehead, or, you know, a scar on
the arm or whatever it is—again, you’re reducing entire bodies
down to this one dotted line! So anyway, this brings me to one
of my projects, which I’m currently working on, which is my
response to the ‘can you make a better passport’ question, in
a way. It’s a magazine publication10 that I’m conceptualizing,
writing, editing, and producing in which each issue is about one
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person—a person that that I have gotten to know, and people
that I value. I asked them to show me things that they brought
with them when they came here to Providence—because so
much of our identity is embedded in the things we own and how
we own them. I then photographed them holding these objects
or artefacts (ranging from clothes, to cooking ingredients, to all
sorts of other tiny keepsakes) in their hands, and made each issue of the publication an in-depth exploration of these objects
and what they mean to the person holding them. Each issue is
dedicated to the person that is the subject of that issue, and is
meant to be something that anybody can pick up to learn about
the intimate things that make someone who they are.
AK

9. It’s really easy to forget (or
to perhaps never have known)
that the system of passports
and citizenship is less than a
hundred years old.
10. Refer to Document 2 to see
this project.
11. Anton Shammas, is a
Palestinian writer, poet and
translator of Arabic, Hebrew
and English.

Okay let me first say that this is such a great project. I love it,
and would definitely support what you’re doing with it. There
was one story which I have always regretted having lost—I
think it was in the New York Times magazine or somewhere,
where they had done a similar thing. They spoke about how
small and even banal some of these objects might be. Like food.
A particular kind of rice. A particular kind of spice-set. It was
amazing. The other thing I want to tell you about is that in the
novel I was talking to you about—Immigrant Montana—In
class, there is a discussion about Anton Shammas,11 and the idea
of a portable homeland. They speak of a Palestinian man bringing small plants and seeds that were native to the West Bank,
all the way to San Fransisco. And then the professor says to the
students, “Please tell us when you left your home recently and
traveled to America, what did you bring with you?” And the guy
says, I carried in my suitcase, a copy of The Illustrated Weekly
of India, with a photo essay on Bihar. The photos are black and
white, and they remind him of the beauty of home. Then someone else says that he had brought with him a box of spices from
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12. A Foreigner Carrying in
the Crook of his Arm a Tiny
Bomb, Amitava Kumar, Pan
Macmillan, 2010.
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home. The professor notes that in older times, people would
carry a fistful of dirt from their homeland wherever they would
go, to feel connected to it. And then another student says that
they brought pictures of their parents and their dog. I bring this
up in order to say that we are very much thinking about similar things. And it’s a dialogue about trying to understand who
we are, not necessarily in terms of how the state defines us, but
what objects and what memories do we attach ourselves to?
And how do these objects make us who we are.

Absolutely. Thank you! So now I think I would like to move to
A Foreigner Carrying in the Crook of his Arm a Tiny Bomb.12
It has a very interesting introduction, that gave me so much to
think about. I see it as a ‘nonfiction novel’ as well—one that is
driven by real world happenings and your research surrounding
these incidents, but told through a palatable fictional narrative
of sorts. One of the points that you made that caught my attention was this generic image of a terrorist that we all carry in
our heads—whether knowingly or unknowingly. So, the visual imagery that we associate with the idea of a terrorist—as a
majority of people in the world will probably never encounter
a terrorist in person. So what role do you think this perception
plays on a terrorist in the development of a terrorist ideology
and their perception of themselves? You know, there has to be
some role that this perceived identity plays in their development
of their extremist outlook? Of course, a lot of it I’m sure is a lot
of brainwashing and most of them perhaps don’t have the same
access to media the way we do, but even when a terrorist is in
the ‘west,’ perhaps preparing for an attack of some sort, they
must be exposed to some of this perception—through movies,
the news, or the internet. Is this something that you have been
asked about? Or is it something you might have thought of?
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“ It’s a dialogue about trying to understand who we are, not necessarily in
terms of how the state defines us, but
what objects and what memories do
we attach ourselves to? And how do
these objects make us who we are. it’s
a dialogue about trying to understand
who we are, not necessarily in terms
of how the state defines us, but what
objects and what memories do we
attach ourselves to? And how do
these objects make us who we are.”
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13. In my experience so far,
conversations with border
control and immigration
officers are always a precarious balance of attempting
to throw in some humor
and light-hearted anecdotes
about the journey or where
I’m headed to; while also
remaining stoic and serious
to make sure I’m not calling
unnecessary attention to myself. They feel rather futile at
times; since they are meant to
be a confirmation of me being
who I claim to be—how much
can they really tell in the three
minutes that they spend on
each person?
14. What I am curious about, is
how much of the categorization of ‘terrorist’ affects those
that are inclined towards
extremist thought. Many so
called ‘terror cells’ are situated
within functioning societies
in cities all over the world—
societies that have access to
media and the world. So it is
certainly plausible that these
categories and generalizations do reach the ears of the
people that they are often
unfairly attempting to define.
15. John Hoyer Updike was
an American novelist, poet,
short-story writer, art critic,
and literary critic; Donald
Richard DeLillo is an American
novelist, short story writer,
playwright, screenwriter and
essayist; Martin Louis Amis
is a British novelist, essayist,
memoirist, and screenwriter.

No, I have not been asked about it. But I would love to tell you
what I think. The first thing I’m very happy about is that you
did notice the titles of the chapters in Passport Photos. Because
once I received your initial invitation to this conversation, I
thought, how can I speak about design? And my solution to this
was to begin by talking about the chapters in that book, and how
giving each of them an entire chapter allows me to tell a story
that you can perhaps never tell a border-control officer.13 And
then the other thing I was thinking in terms of design, was the
chapter on photographs, where I explained what a passport size
photo does. What does this limitation of showing your face and
nothing else do to you? Now to talk about A Foreigner and why
I sent you the introduction of it to read—it was my performance
anxiety, to be honest! I was thinking, how do I show this young
man that I have something to offer in terms of visual design,
especially in relation to identity. If you look at the sketches of
wanted men that the Delhi police puts up, which is the premise
of the book, these ‘identikit’ pictures, there is no real individuality there. This is particularly interesting because the terrorist
also has no individuality really. They are just a face in a crowd
of similar faces—at least according to how they are portrayed.
And so, I thought this is pertinent to show you because it is another act of reduction. It is giving them no sense of individuality.
So that’s what I wanted to say. Now, the way I want to address
the question you asked at the end is by saying, what does the
writer do? The writer tries to enter the mind of the other. Well,
that is what you are asking me to do. Really, when you are saying, ‘have you thought about what will set the terrorist on this
path? Someone who wants to commit an act of terrorism, how
do they feel about their perception?14 I and I have to say, if I was
going to be honest, I have to say, I don’t know. But still, I do
want to answer that question. And I want to answer it by saying,
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let’s then think of how it is that some writers have done it and
why I think it is inadequate. All these famous Western writers—
Updike, DeLillo, Martin Amis.15 All of them. They have various
approaches or attempts of getting inside the terrorist’s brain.
Amis, presents Mohamed Atta as someone who is chronically
constipated—why? Because he wants him to be literally full of
shit. That is genuinely in the premise of the book, which I think
is an exercise that utterly fails, because it in no way presents to
you the realistic trajectory of anyone’s way of thinking. I guess
what I am trying to say is that you have asked a very valid question. I have not pretended that I’m there yet, while some other writers have, and I find their attempts to do this remarkably
shallow, and in fact, laughable.
RBM

Because one can never claim to know—
AK

RBM

So this idea of assigning characteristics to a terrorist’s personality—making them constipated, and so on, is basically the literary version of an identikit drawing.
AK

RBM

Exactly. In fact, if one did claim to know, one would be like the
Delhi police who is drawing the identikit picture, and then anyone can fit into it. No individuality. Just a farce!

Yes, absolutely.

Right, yeah. I guess it’s more of a question that one has to acknowledge as something that we may never know. We may never know what leads people to extremism, and how these things
affect their perception of their character. Which is a good moment for me to move on to a final question or topic that I’d like
to bring up with you—we’ve also just crossed the hour mark,
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and I’d like to be conscious of your time—so this can also serve
as a way to tie up everything we’ve been talking about, perhaps.
I have recently been thinking about how we are put into categories from the moment we are born.16 Starting from gender, to
nationality, family, the name that we are given, socio-economic background, place in the community, and so on. There’s an
endless list of things like these. Identification documents—our
paperwork—play a tremendous role in solidifying these categories in our lives. Birth certificates, passports, government
identification cards, and so many others. They literally put these
categories down on paper. Then you have a passport that states
that you are a male, and makes you jump through an insane
number of hoops to change these pre-determinations. They start
to take on this new role of being enforcers, rather than the artefacts of documentation as they are touted to be. Now all of these
categories are forced on us from the moment we’re born, and
by the time we are old enough to start having opinions on these
factors—our gender, nationality, sense of belonging, religious
allegiance, etc.—we have been impacted so heavily by the time
we’ve spent in those categories, that it is absolutely impossible
for us to know how we would be without them. We can only
speculate on our ‘true’ identities, that are formed naturally and
without any bias. So I guess that what I’m getting at, and what
I’d perhaps like to hear what your thoughts on, is that it is this
impact that that all of these categories, most of them state related, and some of them cultural, the impact that all of these things
have on our lives and our identity is part of what I am studying
through this thesis.
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16. Refer to Document 2, to
see A World Without Borders,
in which I take approach
to categorization forward
through the research done
in the initial stages of the
project.
17. Akhtar Mohiuddin, was a
Kashmiri novelist, playwright
and short story writer, who
made significant contribution to the development of
modern Kashmiri literature.

RBM
AK

I think that’s an excellent place to go for you in the argument and
you’ll have to forgive me that once again, I will give you a reading for you to do—there is a chapter in another book of mine
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called Husband of a Fanatic. The chapter is called Please Prove
Your Identity, and it is about travels to Kashmir. This also again
emphasizes the point that you and I are really in conversation
on each of these issues—we are not only in conversation, but
we are trying to articulate similar things and are in agreement. I
end that chapter by talking about this incident—you know, you
said just two minutes ago that in many ways, these categories
are identities enforced by the state or in response to the demand
of the state. So in Kashmir, which I’m sure you’re very much
aware is a nationalist state—a militarized nation state—under
whose auspices our identities are being articulated, negotiated,
resisted, etc. So here’s the last paragraph now—“This is a story
that I heard repeated many times when I was in Kashmir. Its
popularity might be explained by the fact that it outlines a situation in which the loss of innocence”—so here we are going
to what the effect of the State has done, okay?—“in which the
loss of innocence is represented by the seduction of violence.
The story is titled Terrorist—this is a story originally written
by Akhtar Mohiuddin.17 A woman named Farz Beid is walking
down a narrow street. From the opposite end of the street, a
police patrol approaches her, and immediately, her young son
starts crying. The commander thinks the kid is scared, and so
he bends down and reassures him that he is safe. The lady looks
at the officer and says, ‘He is not afraid of you. He is crying for
your gun. He is saying give me your gun.’ And the officers mutters to himself, in disgust, terrorist.” So that is the effect, young
man, this is the impact. The seduction of violence.

Yes, the real truth is that the nature of humanity has been altered, and continues to be altered by the State’s involvement in
everyone’s lives. The seduction of compliance, in some very
strange way.
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Absolutely. That is the tragedy of the state aided reinforcement
of identity in these militarized zones. You know, the absolute
flattening of our desires, the flattening of our complexities, that
demands of belonging, the feeling that one will not be accepted
if one is different. It just goes on. Alright then, Romik, thank
you so much for this lovely conversation. Please do email me
with any questions or clarifications that come up, and I will be
happy to respond promptly.

Not at all, thank you! I really appreciate you taking the time to
do this, and this conversation was incredibly fruitful and will be
a great addition to my thesis. Thank you again, and I will be in
touch soon!

[This page intentionally left blank.]

Romik Bose Mitra in Providence, Rhode Island.

Amitava Kumar in Poughkeepsie, New York.
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On Dissent
“ It is important that artists are not outside the
equation, we don’t stand on the sidelines. Artists
are part of the story of a response, we cannot
stand aside and let others make the response.”
Anish Kapoor
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(previous page)
Migrant workers pile on
to the roof of a bus on a
highway in Mahrashtra, in
India. The government’s
decision to stop interstate
travel in the country led to
widespread panic and left
many people to resort to
drastic measures to survive
and make it back home.
Protesters march with
posters designed for an antiwar demonstration held in
Washington DC in 1981.

My arts practice is almost always
conscious of, if not located at, the intersection of art and politics. There
have been phases in my life in which I have engaged solely with art,
without considering politics definitively; there have also been phases in
which my thoughts have been aggressively political, without connecting
those thoughts and ideas directly with the art world. However, at some
point in my yet-brief artistic practice, I have found myself concluding
that everything is artistic, and that nothing is apolitical. In other words,
all art is political, and politics is an art form in itself. There are strategies
and rules, interpretations and criticisms. There is an old guard, refusing to
give way to the new wave of thought; there are younger minds advocating
for the older ways; there are older, more seasoned actors attempting to
adapt to the times to stay relevant and heard; and there are new minds that
want to be at the forefront of both political and artistic discourse. So, what
does this mean, and why is it relevant?

246

On Dissent

Doc [5/5]

Politics, from the outside, can
seem like an extremely fraught space. If you have grown up with a
basic amount of privilege, you may never have faced the tyranny of a
political regime that works against you—much like me, for the most
part—and so you perhaps just don’t understand the powerlessness that
one can feel while coming up against it. We spend a good amount of
our adult lives reading about, discussing, and criticizing the authoritarian practices of the dictators and the supreme leaders in various countries of the world, but somehow feel safe because they live in a country
that champions its own democratic ideologies and actions. In theory,
democracy is a very difficult concept to fault. The notion of giving
power to the masses, and having their voices heard, is certainly an
extremely vital pillar in any social setup—but just declaring a nation
state democratic doesn’t automatically solve all its problems.1 In order
to understand why this theoretically sound concept has always been,
and continues to be devastated and destroyed by the very people who
champion it, one must give it more time and attention than most people
can afford. So must we study, scrutinize, question, and criticize these
ideologies while simultaneously jumping through the hoops that are set
up by the system they belong to in the first place? That seems rather
inconvenient. And it is! I’d even go so far as to say that it was designed
this way. And a lot of people—myself included, for the greater part of
my life—are content to accept this obstacle course, and to pretend (or
believe, in many unfortunate cases) that it is either the only system that
makes sense or the best choice out of a terrible list of options. Highlighting and combating this very common practice of acceptance is
what I see as the role of the artist. Politics and art have intersected in
diverse and complex ways through recorded history. Depending on the
form of government, the use of art for political ends has varied from
cutthroat state propaganda to more indirect and hidden funding procedures—but ideologies and political systems have always used art in its
infinite forms to define and control perception, and drive their agendas.
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1. Continuing with a similar
line of thinking, I have always
felt this way about the
Preamble to the Constitution
of India as well. The Preamble
states that we are a sovereign,
socialist, secular, democratic
republic—most of which
are far away dreams for a
majority of the country today.
We might aspire to be all of
those things—even though
I daresay a majority of us do
not—but we most definitely
are not any of those things.
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In September of 2015, two artists
who have had immense influence on me, Ai Weiwei2 and Anish Kapoor3
joined forces to call attention to the refugee crisis in Europe. They didn’t
make an art piece together, though, in the traditional sense of collaboration. They decided to organize a ‘walk of compassion,’ calling for any
supporters of their work and the cause they were championing to come
out and walk with them. The eight mile walk was highly publicized, and
saw a lot of people come out on a cold, wet morning in London to show
their support—having been given a platform to voice their opinions.
They walked to represent, and in support of, the millions of people that
walk across borders and the world everyday. I bring this up not because
I think it was a particularly outstanding move from two people who have
to their credit an endless list of outstanding things during the course of
their lives, but because of what the move represents. So let’s analyze the
various groups of people that this call for a walk might have reached
and affected in some way or other. To begin with, the arguably large set
of people from all over the world who are supporters or admirers of the
two artists must have read or heard about it through social media channels and the various other posts both artists made through a multitude of
different avenues. Next, the many news reporters: one report that gave a
minute by minute account of the gathering noted that at the beginning of
the walk—which originated in front of the Royal School of Art—there
were the two artists, surrounded by approximately two hundred people,
half of whom were journalists. So, news of this walk had spread far and
wide—it was covered by advocates, pacifists, and radically opposed
groups in plenty. These journalists all filmed and photographed the walk
from varied angles and yelled out their questions, hoping that the artists
might take a second to respond to some of them—as they did, eventually. “This is a walk of compassion, a walk together as if we were walking
to the studio,” Kapoor said. “Peaceful. Quiet. Creative.” Ai, who was in
London to exhibit at the Royal Academy at the time, said “We are all
artists, we are all part of the solution. This problem has such a long
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history, a human history. We are all refugees somehow, somewhere, and
at some moment.” Who were they speaking to, here? Arguably, accounting for perhaps two or three levels of separation, the whole world. This
may seem like a major simplification of a much larger conversation that
should delve into the power and outreach of journalism; but here I bring
it up just to discuss the intention behind using this journalistic power to
promote a cause that is perhaps not spoken about enough (if at all).
Millions of people will wake up in the days after this walk and read or
hear about it. They will, at the bare minimum, know that it took place.
Some of them will never think about it again. Some will think about it
but never talk about it. Some will bring it up at the dinner table, and
some will mention it while walking to lunch with their colleagues at
work. Some will never shut up about it. Some will speak of it in high
praise, while some will say it should never have happened. There is no
real way to find out what percentage of people would constitute any
of these ‘some’s, but does that even matter, really? Anyway, moving on
to the next group of people—the crowd of approximately more than a

2. Ai Weiwei is a Chinese
contemporary artist and
activist. Ai grew up in the far
north-west of China, where he
lived under harsh conditions
due to his father’s exile. As an
activist, he has been openly
critical of the Chinese Government’s stance on democracy
and human rights.
3. Sir Anish Kapoor is a British
Indian sculptor specialising in
installation art and conceptual art.
Ai Weiwei and Anish Kapoor starting their walk in front
of the Royal School of Art, London, The Guardian, 2015.

Anish Kapoor’s Orbit, located in the Olympic
Park at Stratford.
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thousand people that joined the walk and walked with them, in silence,
eager to be a part of something bigger than themselves. Art has a habit
of providing these platforms. The possibility to be a part of something
much larger than oneself. I alone, perhaps cannot change the course of
the world and where we are all heading. But I can choose to be part of
something that might. That in itself is political—it is being political, to
be a part of something bigger that is trying to bring about change; one
does not need to be a part of a political party, one can just as much be a
part of an artists’ walk. Every one of those who walked with them could
have walked exactly the same path on their own, alone on their way to
the museum or the store, and never raised an eyebrow or invited even a
passing glance from the world around them—but here, as a part of this
crowd, they were empowered. They were not simply individuals any
longer—they were a piece of the puzzle. The walk ended at Kapoor’s
famous installation called Orbit,4 in the Olympic Park at Stratford. All
the participants gathered around the space, and there was an almost odd,
eerie expectation in the crowd. Was something going to happen? Was
Kapoor going to reveal a new addition to the spiraling tower that is Orbit?
Was Ai going to reveal a secret collaboration with Kapoor? None of it.
They simply congregated in the area, and the artists then took time to
walk around and speak to some of the participants, and eventually they
left. The crowd stayed there long after they were gone, though, gradually
dwindling amongst animated conversations and loud debates. This site
has since become a landmark for rallies, protests, and many other such
actions showing dissent or attempting to raise awareness about the
ever-growing refugee crisis we live with today.
So what did these two incredibly
famous and quite prolific artists do? They organized a walk. There was
no obviously artistic skill applied in organizing this walk. None showed
their mastery of the concepts of color and balance, or picked up their
tools for a demonstration. They organized a walk. This walk, however,
was so much more than a walk. It was, at first, a case of two people who
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4. The ArcelorMittal Orbit is
a 114.5-metre-high sculpture
and observation tower in
the Queen Elizabeth Olympic
Park in Stratford, London. It
is Britain’s largest piece of
public art.
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have accrued a rather sizable following using their own platform to call
attention to something important to them. Then, it was also a move that
(through the journalistic coverage of the event) reached out far beyond
the crowds who accompanied them on the walk, to the whole world in
fact—and asked them to respond to it—whether by ignoring it or loving
it, hating it, criticizing it, sneering at it, laughing at it, or simply never
thinking about it again. They were asking for a response. Then—and
perhaps most importantly—it was an action that created platforms. Not
just the immediate platform they were providing for everybody that
participated, but for everyone who has congregated at the Olympic Park
since then, and for everyone who will do so in times to come. Art is not
just about magnificent paint strokes and a mind numbing understanding
of human anatomy. ‘Artistic ability’ isn’t limited to a list of skills that
one boasts of. Art is the ability to engage the world in conversation. To
give people a glimpse of an experience that they may never encounter
themselves. To use a platform, to create platforms.
Walking has always been one of
my favorite activities. Growing up, we would often travel to the nearby
mountains and to various forested areas, producing many opportunities
for long walks through beautiful terrain. Though this didn’t always
translate well in the smoky, dusty atmosphere in Delhi (where we lived);
my love for walking as a recreational activity has always been strong.5
So when I came to Providence and I found that my house is a 20 to 25
minute walk from the studio, I was more than delighted. I walked back
and forth from our studio building in downtown Providence to my home
in Fox Point on most days—using this time to speak to loved ones back
home, think about my schedule for the day (or the night), and often just
to take in parts of the city that I would cross on the way. Having said all
of this though, I have recently been thinking about my relationship with
the action of walking. I see it as an escape—an opportunity for my mind
to be wherever I want it to be. As long as I continue to walk the path I
need to walk (towards home, or studio, or wherever I am headed), I can
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5. I once walked home from
school at the age of 13—a 20
minute drive, usually—more
significantly, one that crosses
a few busy highways on the
way. I had been planning to do
this for a while, and one day,
I decided to ‘miss’ the school
bus as it left the premises, and
set off walking. I even bought
myself some chocolate on
the way. I realize now, writing
this, that I never did tell my
parents about this—and so
my mother, who is one of the
editors of this thesis, and my
father, who will read it soon,
are in for a fun surprise.
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switch off and be with myself. Or with someone I wish to speak to and
catch up with, perhaps. And so, as I noted before, I see walking as purely
recreational—even though I do walk to campus, I could of course afford
to go by bus or to call for an Uber to take me there.
In March 2020, when the Covid
19 pandemic was spreading across the world rapidly, the central government in India took rapid, drastic action and shut down most of the country.
They restricted travel—shutting down almost all forms of transportation,
local and cross-country—and forced all businesses to shut temporarily
in order to keep people inside their houses. Most significantly, the Indian
Prime Minister announced on national television a complete lockdown
for 21 days with a single day’s notice. While this was an important step
in curbing the mass spread of the virus, India’s humongous population
of daily wage migrant workers were left stranded all over the country in
big cities and in factories, malls and markets. Overnight, they were left
with no money, no jobs, and no way to travel home. Many of India’s
larger metropolitan areas employ cheap labour from rural areas all over
the country who earn the money that they need to pay for their shelter
and food by working through the day. Many of them have no concept
of savings and live more than halfway across the country from their
original homes. The government had simply—and cruelly—forgotten
them,6 when they decided on a long lockdown beginning the very next
day. This led to a terrible, traumatic large-scale movement on foot that
first took place through the summer of 2020, and in some areas stretches
into the present in 2021 as India faces some of the worst weeks it has
seen so far of the pandemic. This is the notorious and shameful migrant
walk during a complete pandemic lockdown. An estimated 120 million
migrants were stranded, with nowhere to go—and so, the only solution
for them was to start walking to their often immensely distant homes.
And walk they did. They walked distances ranging from a 100 to 1500
miles, just to try and get to their homes where they would have a place
to sleep and family to give them food.
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(facing page/top)
The government were forced
to have the police intervene
as migrant workers continued
to fill the country’s highways,
attempting to walk home to
various corners of the country.
(facing page/bottom)
Political tensions rising
across Delhi bubbled to the
surface on the last day of
the India Art Fair on Sunday,
as police shut down a live
community artwork installed
that afternoon at the booth
of the Italian Embassy Culture
Centre by Post-Art Project, an
art studio founded by Gargi
Chandola and Yaman Navlakha.
The protests across the
city against the Citizen
Amendment Act were
something of a silent presence
throughout the fair, this piece
allowed contributions from
everybody present, and so had
ended up with some political
content.
6. To say that the government
had forgotten them might
be too kind a way to put it.
Or perhaps it might make it
sound like the government
didn’t know exactly what they
were doing and what the
outcome might be. At a time
when physical distancing was
a globally understood mandate, the millions of stranded
migrant workers were forced
to gather in clusters, sharing
everything from blankets to
any food they could find.
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I watched from Providence the
horrific news reports of several of these migrant workers who had taken
to the highways (which were mostly empty as a result of the lockdown
imposed by the government) to walk home across the country. “I am
walking from Bangalore to Jaipur,” said one of the interviewees, (2144
kms) “because even if there’s a chance that I might die on the way, if I
stayed in Bangalore I would be sleeping on the street and have no food
so I would definitely die.” The government’s inhuman decision in an
attempt to protect the privileged upper echelons of Indian society from
the viral disease was blatant and bold and completely thoughtless. They
were not apologetic. They were proud. They had no intention of spending
any of the country’s tax payer money on the migrant daily wage earners
—and seemed to be more than happy to see them walk to their deaths.
It has been really difficult to find accurate reporting on the total number
of migrants that might have died or been badly injured during this time;
but even the low estimates are devastating. The very fact that the central
government, even now, has no record of how many poverty-stricken
migrants walked, how many reached their homes,7 and how many died
on the way of starvation and exhaustion is a sorrowful commentary on
what the government of a country that claims to be socialist and pluralist actually thinks of the poor. Clearly, the poor are expendable in a
nation that has a far larger population than it can feed.
The reason that I’m talking about
these two examples of (in)famous walks, is to suggest that no action, no
matter how mundane or even matter of fact it might seem to anybody, is
devoid of politics—and art, in any form, will always involve action (or
inaction, perhaps) of some kind. There have been many momentous walks
in history—Armstrong’s first steps on the moon, for example—but for
every so-called ‘momentous’ event, there are many equally significant
moments taking place all over the world at the same time. They are both
spontaneous and organized, and not less or more significantly artistic for
being one or the other. I still remember clearly a spine-chilling experi-
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The only photograph I could
find from our visit to the
Killing Fields in Cambodia.
The numbers corresponded
to a tiny device with a
headphone port and a
number pad, which would
play a short recorded note
about the spot where you
were standing.

7. Many Right to Information
claims demanding information about the number of
migrants that died on the
highways all across the country have gone unanswered by
the government. At the time,
they were busy celebrating
and being celebrated for
having the one of the lowest
Covid numbers in the world—
while thousands died right
under their noses because of
decisions that they made.
8. Millions of people living in
Cambodia were killed during
the brutal regime of Pol Pot
and the Khmer Rouge. Their
bodies were buried in mass
graves that became known
as the “killing fields.”

ence of taking the visitor’s walk around the memorial to the dead at the
Killing Fields of the Khmer Rouge in Phnom Penh,8 Cambodia, some
years ago. At the site, one is given headphones with a recorded commentary, and one walks in single-file on paths around mass graves of the dead,
while individual life narratives of those brutally killed (and identified
later), play in one’s ears. It was one of the saddest, the most moving and
most historically charged walks I have ever taken. And yet I could, on
another plane, marvel at the execution of such a memorialization—tragic but subdued and respectful—and appreciate the need to remember
and inform and mourn. And so I believe that part of a designer’s role is
to know how to consider every moment, without getting caught up in
the moments that automatically get the spotlight for just being, often,
aesthetically pleasing. In the migrants’ terrible and long expeditions on
foot during the first sudden pandemic lockdown in India through the
spring and summer of 2020, one finds the various aesthetics of tenacity,
of humility, of love and care among fellow beings, as well as exhaustion,
anger, pain, and death. A designer, to be at home in the world, needs to
be cognizant of, and engage with, the aesthetics of all experience. Every
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artist or designer that then makes things and puts them out into the world 9
shoulders a responsibility in a representational capacity; and to ignore
that responsibility is dangerous—even if what is being represented is as
simple as a leisurely stroll down the street, as purposeful as a community
walk of protest with famed artists, or as savagely political as the daily
labourers’ long trudge home in fear of hunger and homelessness.

[This page intentionally left blank.]

9. Putting something out in
the world requires action. It is
never passive. And so, claiming not to be concerned about
the implication of that action
amounts to frivolous, callous,
and privileged behavior. On
the contrary, this action can
just as easily be used for
the better. A positive (in any
way) impact on even just one
person is more than enough
of a reason to continue to
make and put things out in
the world.
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Looking for Networks

In August of 2019, the Indian government imposed a communication lockdown in the State of Kashmir. The lockdown
officially started on 5 August 2019, following the revocation
of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir via the scrapping of Article 370 and Article 35A of the Indian constitution
and subsequent introduction of the Jammu and Kashmir
Reorganisation Act, 2019. Since the lockdown was brought into
effect, no foreign journalist has been allowed by the Indian
government to report from the new union territory of Jammu
and Kashmir.
According to a 6 September 2019 report by the Indian government, nearly 4,000 people have been arrested in the disputed region. Among those arrested were more than 200 local
Kashmiri politicians, including two former chief ministers of
the state of Jammu and Kashmir, along with more than 100
leaders and activists from the All Parties Hurriyat Conference.
The people of Kashmir have been subjected to unimaginable
torment and continue to live under this oppressive regime
(facing page/top)
A small section of the zine. I
used commonly seen web/app
language to speak about the
internet lockdown enforced on
the state.
(facing page/bottom)
The few images that were
coming out of Kashmir at the
time were either smuggled or
curated by the State. This oneoff image taken by Reuters
shows a man cycling through
a deserted marketplace.

even today. Several sections of the state continue to be in lockdown, while many reports claim that the death toll from the
region is far from accurate.
In October 2019, only a few months into what turned out to
be one of the longest running forced government lockdowns
in history, I made a small zine called Looking for Networks to
highlight the atrocious treatment of the Kashmiri people, using stories from people on the ground that were being circulated like rumours in the media.

One half of the zine as printed
in October 2019. It is a tri-fold,
allowing for 6 sides to use to
display the content.
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Coded Communication
Coded Communication; or How to Communicate Under

Duress is a project I undertook in Fall 2019. This project
was a culmination of the Providence Public Library Special
Collections project—a prompt that asked us to select a book
or artefact from the library’s special collections and use it as
the starting point for a broader area of research. The book
that I chose is called Cryptomenysis Patefacta—a guide on
cryptography that was compiled by John Falconer in 1685, for
the newly crowned King James II in London. I was particularly
interested in the motivation behind the publication of such
a book—and digging a little deeper into the subject, I found
that the book was politically motivated. Spycraft and espionage was just taking shape as a solidified concept in warfare,
whether international or internal, and cryptography was beginning to be recognized as a field that would play an incredibly important role in gaining the upper hand in a variety of
situations that could come up.
After a few shorter exercises, we were tasked with making
our final project for this prompt. Now, as I spoke about in
the previous project, the state of Kashmir in India was going
through an incredibly rough politically motivated lockdown
at the time. While I was concerned and agitated about the
(facing page)
Cryptomenysis Patefata,
John Falconer, 1685.
This is a scan of the inside
cover of the book that is
the point of reference
around which this entire
project is based.

whole situation, what was particularly problematic to me
was the communication lockdown, particularly inhumane in
this circumstance. The government shut down the internet
and phone lines in the state, leaving people with no means of
communication—physical or digital. I had been working with
cryptography and coded communication in the assignments

Coded Communication

One of the more publicly
known and referenced
sets of Hobocode smybols
and meanings. While I
am confident that this is
probably not very accurate
and that publicising a secret
method fo communication
goes against the point of it’s
existence, this set provides a
good insight into the kind of
language—both visual and
otherwise—that is used.
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leading up to this one—all stemming from the special collec-

impoverished. Hobocode is a set of glyphs that have been es-

tions visit, of course—and was immediately interested in the

tablished and cemented over many years (the origins of the

relationship between a complete lockdown on communica-

language are unknown), that are usually drawn in chalk at the

tion, and code. In many conversations in the initial stages of

corner of buildings to inform other members of the commu-

this project, I was challenged to consider how we might use

nity of basic (and yet incredibly important) information like

code in the world today. With major advancements in tech-

“public restroom available here,” “stay away, man with gun,”

nology and the internet becoming a global platform for com-

and “nice lady who will give you food if you ask,” to name a

munication, this wasn’t an obvious answer at all. However,

few. The language is vast and widely used, and has its own

with the unique circumstances in Kashmir at the time, I be-

regional differences like most languages do. I was particular-

gan to move towards implementing the use of coded commu-

ly interested in the codified nature of the language, and the

nication in the area.

simplicity of it.

During my research, I came across a (surprisingly vast) lan-

At the time, the people of Kashmir (specifically the ones who

guage that is used by members of the Hobo community to

were not friendly with the government) were being persecut-

leave messages for each other, which is broadly known as

ed in large numbers. The lack of phone and internet access

hobocode. Hobo is a term used to describe a migrant worker, or homeless vagrant—usually one who is dishevelled and

Hobocode in use on the
wall of an old building in
New York City, 2009.

was making it incredibly difficult for people to organize and

Paperwork

Coded Communication

Top half of the front side
of the fold-out I made to
spread the glyph set and
put Safesymbols into use.
It was intetionally designed
not to call attention to
itself; specifically in it’s most
compact, folded state—in
which one can only see safe
symbols written in morse
code, for secrecy.
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find strength in numbers; and mostly anybody found roaming

surveillance, and additionally also houses the rest of the re-

the streets was immediately apprehended and taken away.

search done during this project about alternate ways to com-

I began building a glyph set to aid in communication during

municate secretly under duress. While I considered many

times of crisis and heavy surveillance. The glyphs, that I even-

ways in which I could attempt to notify people of the exis-

tually named Safe Symbols, included messages like “police

tence of this project, the situation on the ground in Kashmir

barricade ahead”, “safe-house”, “stay away”, and “medical aid
available”. I created a fairly large glyph set, with a broad range
of messaging that I considered to be vital. Safe Symbols live in
the world in two forms, currently—they exist on a ‘wiki’ website that I created, called codedcommunication.wikidot.com,
as well as in a small fold-out that I riso printed. The website
offers advice on communication, safe practices under heavy

(next pages)
The following two spreads
show either side of the
fold-out. The front gives
a basic explanation about
the system and how to
use it. The back is a grid
of the vocabulary, so to
speak, divided into three
categories ‘for homes, ‘for
roads,’ and ‘needs’.

remains such a mystery even today, that nothing ever seemed
concrete and achievable enough to even try. I hope that when
you are reading this, maybe the people of Kashmir will have
lived through this terrible injustice, and perhaps I will get to
spread the word about Safe Symbols, and they can be used
to help a dire situation in the future.

Paperwork

The first side of the fold-out after it is opened out.

The other side of the fold-out after it is opened out.

(next page)
The wiki site that I made to house Safesymbols and the research done in preperation.
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State Sanctioned Violence

In Wintersession of 2020, I took a course called Open Research
with Ryan Waller (Other Means). The scope of the class was to
propose a self initiated research based project to work on for
a month; aided by weekly check-ins with Ryan.

(facing page)
Aishe Ghosh, the then
President of the Jawaharlal
Nehru University’s Student
Association (an incredibly
coveted and poltically
contested position),
speaking to the media and
showing her head injury
suffered during the attack
on the JNU campus. She
remained a champion of the
fight against the regime,
and was eventually jailed
for her incessant protests
and ability to express a
collective anger towards the
governing body in India.
(next pages)
Screenshots of the website,
showing the experience
of having to click and drag
all the instances of the
subverted BJP logo, and
blood splatter out of the
way in order to access the
database of information
below them.

India, at the time, was still reeling from the government’s

I decided to make a digital archive of the various state-sanc-

moves in Kashmir, followed by the announcement of anoth-

tioned attacks that were taking place all over India. After weeks

er draconian law in imposing the Citizenship Amendment Act

of research, archiving thoroughly, and cataloging, I created

2019, combined with the proposed imposition of a National

state-sanctioned-violence.com—an online repository of all the

Register of Citizens; all of which were blatantly targeted

state sanctioned attacks carried out between December 2019 and

moves, attacking the muslim minorities all over the coun-

February 2020 across the country. On reaching the website, users

try. The entire nation broke out into protests and count-

have to wade through a cluster of subverted BJP logos in order

er-protests to show their dissent against the tyranny. One of

to view and read the information archived there. The archive lists

the hubs of the nationwide protest was the campus of the

headlines, provides links to relevant news articles, and also sum-

Jawaharlal Nehru University in the capital city of Delhi. Many

marizes the number of people held responsible for each of the at-

of India’s youth political leaders and some of the brightest

tacks. I eventually took the website offline as I couldn’t continue to

minds are challenged and tested in the JNU political scene—

update it with information as we moved into the next semester.

and so the rallies and protests that are held within the boundaries of the prestigious campus are always widely televised.

The website was born out of the need to archive and preserve the

On the 5th of January, 2020, as a response to various protests

truth about what happened in India during those months. The

and rallies that had been held on campus in the month lead-

Indian government continues to deploy the same tactics—attack-

ing up to that day, a violent mob stormed the campus gates

ing any form of dissent with brute force, and making sure there

and entered the premises, proceeding to damage as much of

are no repercussions that they must then face. This website was

the campus as they could, physically assaulting anyone who

my first ever attempt at coding using html, css, and javascript; but

came in the way. The Delhi Police was caught on camera as-

more importantly it was my first foray into creating a digital ar-

sisting this assault, and hardly anybody was held responsible

chive of something that I believe will be extremely important to

in the aftermath of the attack.

revisit years from now.

Paperwork
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Poetry for Peace

In the initial months of 2020, before the pandemic took over
our lives, India was going through some of the most emphatic
public protests that the country has ever seen. The outrage
against the central government was a response to various
new draconian laws that were announced in the second half
of 2019.
I spent some amount of this period of time trying to make
work about the protests—trying to show support on social
media platforms, and raise as much awareness as I possibly

Providence from New York, New Haven, and Boston, amongst

could from halfway across the world. In February, I collab-

other places, to be here on the 13th of March, when it was

orated with my friend Arnav Adhikari—a PhD candidate at

scheduled to take place.

Brown University here in Providence—to organize an event
that would raise awareness, show solidarity, create a platform

A couple of weeks before the date, America announced its

for people to feel heard and seen, and bring the community

first set of restrictions or guidelines in relation to the pan-

together at a time when we were all feeling a little helpless

demic. Before we had fully understood the severity of the

and distant. Supported by Brown’s Center for Contemporary

situation, we negotiated with both RISD and Brown, initially

South Asia, we managed to secure a beautiful venue for the

agreeing to reduce the total number of people in atten-

event. We named the event Poetry for Peace; and began to

dance—before cancelling the event in its entirety about a

curate a list of people who might speak, perform, or engage

week before it was scheduled to take place. Though we were

with everybody present to encourage dialogue and open dis-

absolutely shattered that all of the work we had done and all

cussion. After much of the groundwork was done, the event

the good that might have come out of the event had to be

had gathered some traction—we had a few prominent scholars from the diaspora who were scheduled to speak; and we
managed to get Ankur Tewari, a prominent Indian singer/
songwriter to agree to perform as well. We began to advertise the event through various channels, and were expecting
more than 100 people to come, including people travelling to

One of the posters for the
event put up in RISD’s CIT
building on Weybosset
Street, Providence, RI.
(next page)
This is the final poster that
was printed and distributed
prior to the event.

discarded without a moment to think; I now look back at all
that we did to set it up and can’t help but be incredibly encouraged and positive about the response we received, and
the fact that we were just a few weeks away from making a
tangible difference, to a movement halfway across the globe,
in our own small way.
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Late Word: A Letter for Romik

I must confess that from when
you were very young, I had always hoped that you would not choose for
yourself one of the many (very Indian) aspirational technical or managerial professions that I understand nothing of… It was partly a selfish
hope, wanting always to perceive and respond to what you would grow
up to do and be, and partly an instinctive one about you, believing that
you might be most passionate about what you did if you were allowed
to combine creativity with critical thinking… for the one thing we have
always agreed upon at home, of course, is that one’s work should be
exhilarating, challenging, and brimming with risk and wonder, even in
the everyday, even if in the smallest of ways.
I was glad when you chose graphic
design after school; and gladder still during your undergraduate and
graduate years when I discovered, through and with you, how much
more ‘design’ was than merely honing technical prowess in an artistic
field. Perhaps it was especially to do with the programs and institutions
that you attended, that you continued to read and think more intensely,
creatively, critically and politically as you made your way about them,
learning your craft. I know that this is only the beginning of your
learning, as well as of thinking and writing and creating.

Late Word
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I feel honored to have been an
active receptor in the shaping of this dissertation, immersing in it and
learning from it through your MFA at RISD, two years more dramatic
and uncertain than we would have wished them to be. Yours is the first
full ‘pandemic batch’ to emerge from higher educational institutions
globally, and the past year has made each of you engage differently
with the world, both around you and far away. The far suddenly became
physically unreachable, an often desolate realization. And yet through
it all you fought to stay focused—even while anxieties spun their own
shadows upon your work. I do believe that your dissertation has emerged
more layered and complex for the many stresses of these two years,
offset by sustained and joyous friendships, inspiring and encouraging
supervisions, and a lot of love from so many in lands distant from you.
I was delighted to have walked
with you as your projects slowly took the shape of your ideas and
commitments; and all the while, I watched you grow through each of
them. I love that Paperwork holds—in its minimalist metaphoric title
and then its drenching in a plethora of experimental ideas—a seething
mass of words and images. May they continue to flow, and fly. In the
words of Agha Shahid Ali, the late Kashmiri-American poet: ‘The
world is full of paper. Write to me.’
Brinda Bose
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